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ABSTRACT 
 
LATINA IDENTITIES, CRITICAL LITERACIES, AND  
 
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IN COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
 
MAY 2017 
 
MORGAN LYNN, B.A., MOUNT HOLYOKE COLLEGE 
 
M. ED., BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
M.A., SAN FRANCISCO STATE UNIVERSITY 
 
Ph.D, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
 
Directed by: Professor Anne Herrington 
 	
This qualitative case study research looks at the intersections of identity, literacy, 
and achievement for Latina community college students in the East Bay Area of 
California. The women that I center in this dissertation show how Latinas are multiply 
positioned within their communities, families, and schools, and how they negotiate 
damaging and reductive language and literacy ideologies in order to achieve their 
academic dreams. Following critical sociocultural theories on literacy and Critical Race 
Theory and Latina Feminism, I emphasize a strengths-based, affirmation approach that 
positions the women as theorizers of their own lived experiences and that highlights their 
resiliency.  
The data in this study show these intersections between ideology and agency, and 
the complex, and often contradictory attitudes, practices, and strategies the women use to 
achieve. They must negotiate the enduring impacts of racialized language and literacy 
ideologies and their histories of participation in the educational pipeline in California. 
This marginalization challenges their academic identities, and creates feelings of 
incompetency, not “belonging,” and, most importantly for those of us studying literacy in 
higher education, confusion about their language and literacy capacities. In addition, the 
	vii		
data show that they have not had and continue to not have skilled help related to the 
intersections of language and literacy acquisition from instructors.  
Yet, while they experienced tensions in their gendered, ethnic, and academic 
identities, all saw their identities as Latina women as a strength or an asset, which I 
argue is a resistant strategy to the sexism in their communities and racist/sexist 
stereotypes in the educational system. But the women do not see these culturally resilient 
resources as academic strategies or connected to academics sufficiently to help build their 
confidence, nor does the system offer them ways to see their assets as academic in nature. 
For those in Composition and Rhetoric, this data means more work is needed to 
understand the language and literacy histories, practices, and attitudes of Latinas and 
effective pedagogies to tap their strengths and affirm their identities and cultures as the 
acquire academic literacy.  	 	
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CHAPTER I 
CONTEXT AND EXIGENCY FOR THE STUDY 
 
Community colleges educate nearly half of all undergraduates in the country, 
yet fewer than half of these students who enter community college with the goal of earning a degree or 
certificate have met their goal six years later. And those numbers are worse for low-income students and 
students of color. (Achieving the Dream.org) 
 
 
Students’ voices are the best source for illuminating the obstacles, the circumstances,  
the cultural pull/drag, the fear of impending and historical educational failure 
that HSI [Hispanic Serving Institution] students must resist to succeed in their education” 
(Newman 20). 
 
 
A. Context and Exigency 
 This qualitative case study of Latina identities, critical literacies, and academic 
achievement at a small community college in the Bay Area is situated at the crossroads of 
two broad scholarly and socio-historic contexts. The first is comprised of the recent 
movements in literacy and language studies around critical ethnic studies, critical race 
theory, feminism, multiple literacies, and multilingualism. This work seeks to investigate 
the web of relationships, practices, cultural-historical and structural forces, discourses of 
privilege and power, and identity positions that inform the ways literacy and language get 
used and consumed in sociocultural contexts. Of central importance to this study focusing 
on Latinas’ experiences, Critical Race Theory centers processes of racialization in studies 
of ethnicity and seeks to undo deficit perspectives about and othering of people of color 
in a social justice orientation that affirms the strengths of racial/ethnic/linguistic 
minoritized people. There is a long tradition in education of paradoxically arguing that 
diversity is valuable and wanting to help “disadvantaged” students while simultaneously 
framing racial/ethnic/linguistic “minorities” as “underprepared” or “disadvantaged,” as a 
burden to society, victims of a broken system, and/or cultural/linguistic outsiders who 
need to assimilate to the system to succeed. This framing is both harmful to the students 
themselves, who internalize these messages of inferiority, and lends itself to a deficit 
model of educational programming. It is thus important to center lived experiences and 
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their “raced/classed/gendered epistemologies,” meaning their own theorizing about their 
experiences both to emphasize their strengths and to make visible the ideological and 
structural (versus individualized) factors that produce inequity and reduced opportunity 
while also foregrounding the ways that people resist and persist.  
The second context is the enduring racial achievement gap in higher education 
and the wave of equity initiatives now targeted at redressing that data. Before I discuss 
the achievement gap in more detail below, I would like to emphasize that I am doing so 
from the perspective of arguing not that it is new but that it is tragically enduring. Racial 
disparities in educational attainment are deeply resistant to change. I do not want to 
participate in the “rhetoric of crisis” or “literacy crises” that Smiley and others critique so 
accurately (Rhetoric 2002); this is not a new problem and it is not one that is caused by 
students. This is an enduring social problem of vast proportions and complexities that 
those of us in education, I argue, must engage with consistently and relentlessly.  
The state has the largest community college system in the nation, with 112 
schools educating 1.3 million full-time equivalent students in 2009-2010, numbers that 
are only expected to grow as the Governor, legislature, and State Chancellor all are 
committed to a three-tier higher education system. However, at all levels of higher 
education, the racial achievement gap persists, with Latino/as particularly at risk. 
Latino/as/ Hispanics represent the fastest-growing ethnic group in California and the 
highest percentage of enrollment at community colleges, but they continue to have lower 
degree-completion and transfer rates compared to white and Asian students (MacDonald 
and Garcia 2003; Moore and Schulock 2010; Solorzano, et. al., 2005), a trend that 
reflects nation-wide numbers (Lopez/Pew Hispanic Research Center 2013).1 Moore and 
Schulock describe this trend as “entry share” versus “completion share”—meaning 
under-represented minority students (their term for African-American, Latino, Pacific 
Islander, and Native American students) make up a much lower share of completers, with 
Latinos accounting for the largest drop in entry versus completion percentages. This 
means that Latinos ultimately reach lower levels of higher education attainment than 
																																																								
1 In two recent longitudinal studies conducted by the Institute for Higher Education Leadership and Policy, 
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other populations (Moore and Schulock 2010).2 Perhaps the most compelling breakdown 
is Solorzano et. al’s study  of Latino/as in the educational pipeline, which showed that of 
all Latino/as who start elementary school in California, only half will graduate high 
school and less than 1% will ever get a graduate degree (2005). Suarez-Orozco and 
Suarez-Orozco capture the paradox of this phenomenon: “The sad truth is that for 
Latinos, more education means more inequality” (60). This state-wide data is mirrored at 
the small college in the Bay Area where this study was conducted. Despite being the 
largest racial/ethnic group at the college, they have lower success rates in remedial 
courses (despite their over-representation there), lower rates of persistence, they are less 
likely to complete 30 units (the momentum point for completion/transfer), and are less 
likely to transfer or earn a degree (Student Success Scorecard 2016). Where they do seem 
to do well, at this college, compared to other cohorts, is in career and technical education. 
(I will point to the ways this perpetuates racial disparities in achievement later).  
Research also shows gendered patterns in academic achievement across the 
pipeline and pathways through college, with Latina/s graduating at higher rates than 
Latinos—indeed, Latinas almost equal the graduation rates of white men in some 
institutional contexts (Kelly, Schneider, and Carey 2010). Research has only begun to 
explore how gender plays a role in this completion rates, with one study, for example, 
showing that Latinas manage negative stereotypes and obstacles differently than Latinos 
(Kelly, et. al. 2010; Lasley, Barajas and Pierce 2001). Early literacy research also shows 
that literacy is a gendered practice from the beginning, with boys and girls showing 
different relationships to and practices of literacy from early ages (Orellana 2005). Thus, 
the impact of gender on the issues I study here related to identity, literacy, and 
achievement deserves to be more deeply explored, since it is not prominently discussed in 
the achievement gap literature.  																																																								
2 Recent data does show this gap reducing with small improvements in both high school drop out rates and 
college enrollment rates for Latinos (Lopez/Pew Research Center 2013). Yet this data is complex. While 
more Latinos may enroll in college, fewer will complete (any degree) than other ethnic groups. Further, this 
gap in achievement is exacerbated by the data that they are over-represented at the least competitive 
institutions (4 year colleges and universities). Latinos tend to “under-match,” meaning attend less 
competitive schools than they are actually able to attend—and then suffer from the same low graduation 
rates as all students at those institutions (“Latino College”). In sum, while Latino high school completion 
and college enrollment rates continue to go up, their completion rates, especially beyond the Associates 
level, lag behind other racial/ethnic groups (Krogstad/Pew Research Center). 
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The importance of also centering the study of literacies within the racial 
achievement gap literature stems from the research showing the impact of English 
courses on degree-completion for low-income students, multilingual students, and 
students of color more generally. So-called “remedial” English courses are now well-
established one of the greatest obstacles to degree-completion: students placing lower in 
the sequence of remedial course being the least likely to graduate (Equity Scorecard; 
California Acceleration Project; Hern and Snell). Further, research has shown that 
completion of English 100/College Composition is a “momentum point,” or “gateway 
course” meaning completion of that course correlates to academic success, making it an 
equity-indicator (Hern and Snell; Harris and Bensimon 2007). This means that reading 
and reading/writing pedagogy and writing program design is a high-impact intervention. 
Many in California now argue that reforms to “remedial” English and Math sequences, in 
many cases shortening or even eliminating them entirely, will help redress the 
achievement gap. However, since large numbers of students of color have come from 
under-served school districts, they are the often the least experienced readers and writers 
in academic contexts and for academic purposes. While those involved in Accelerated 
English reform movements find that the majority of students rise to the high expectations 
of them in challenging pre- or transfer-level English, their lack of academic literacy 
experience and their often alienated, distrusting, and/or traumatized experiences in the K-
12 system requires that all those involved in teaching and advising them start redefining 
and re-assessing student potential and respond with appropriate pedagogy. Yet, current 
reform efforts would mandate that the majority of students tackle high-level English 
courses earlier, essentially removing developmental or “remedial” English sequences 
entirely. 
The reform efforts targeted at this enduring racial disparity, many of which are 
legislated, are now high-stakes for institutions (and students). Via the new “completion-
agenda” (versus the earlier “access-agenda”), community colleges are now held 
accountable for whether students achieve degrees, rather than just succeed in coursework. 
These reforms are attached to large funding sources and accountability measures, which 
require institutions to implement large changes and report data on completion and equity. 
The most recent effort, the California Basic Skills Transformation Grant (2016), for 
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instance, is attached to $60 million dollars in funding, and requires community colleges 
to reform their developmental (pre-college) English and Math course sequences and 
placement mechanisms to close achievement gaps within three years (by 2019). Governor 
Brown’s Equity Program Initiative was attached to $70 million in funding (2014-2015), 
with another $100 million added in 2015-2016. This means English departments across 
the state are grappling with the pedagogical implications of these drastic changes to 
course sequences and their funding will soon be directly tied to their ability to show 
results. 
Yet, the bulk of the racial achievement gap literature and policy and reform 
efforts are based on quantitative data analysis and reporting. The recent Equity Scorecard 
initiative (supported by the Center for Urban Education at UCLA) and the Student 
Success Task Force Recommendation 7.3 passed in 2013 are both quantitative data-based 
mechanisms for measuring the ways our institutions provide equitable educational 
opportunities, and both are relied on heavily by the Chancellor’s office in tracking, 
accounting for, and mandating reform.3 More holistic, in-depth, and qualitative research 
related to community college students and their academic literacy practices is only still 
emerging and many gaps remain. 
 First, as I’ve indicated, many point to the dangers of relying too extensively on 
quantitative data that groups people ethnically or racially (Gutierrez and Orellana 2006; 
Gutierrez and Rogoff 2003). Such research, while useful for broad analyses of trends and 
readily interpretable for accountability purposes, masks the complexities of human 
experience and the often non-linear paths of development in terms of both literacy and 
identity that prior research has already established (e.g. Herrington and Curtis; 
Sternglass; Rose). As such, broad quantitative studies that focus on students of color can 
in fact contribute to the racialized construction of the “literacy crisis” and remediation 
rhetoric in higher education reform without appropriately examining the inequitable 																																																								
3 Sadly, this equity initiative actually began in fact in 1992 when the California Community Colleges Board 
of Governors adopted a student equity policy requiring all districts to develop student equity plans and (in 
1996) added that they were a requirement for state funding. The Title 5 mandate went into effect in 2002, 
with compliance expected by 2005. However, accountability was not tied to any funding stream, and when 
the economic downturn and budget cuts occurred in 2008, the legislature suspended many regulatory 
requirements related to categorical spending (Dunsheath and Rico 2015). In the upswing in funding since 
2012-2013, the Equity initiative was almost immediately taken up again, and the system now has the 
“Vision 2020” plan for reducing disproportionate impact. 
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institutional construction of student academic performance and student identity. While 
the emphasis on race as a central feature of educational opportunity and literacy is of the 
utmost importance as a measure of equity (see Bensimon; Ching; Delgado Bernal, and 
other Critical Race theorists), without more multidimensional and nuanced portraits of 
how students navigate literacy, identity, and achievement, it is easy to homogenize 
people and lose the complex social processes at work.4   
Further, the complexities of multilingualism and identity positions and identity 
formation among the Latino population in California deserves sustained attention, 
especially given the rapidity of our changing literacy landscape and given the 
ethnolinguistic, socio-economic, racial, and cultural diversity of Latinos in the Bay Area 
alone. Roberge, et. al, adopt and argue for the “Generation 1.5” term to embrace the 
spectrum of multilingualism and identity positions/experiences of children of immigrants 
in the U.S, but argue, as I would as well, that what is represented within that term is a 
depth of diversity that must consistently, and in on-going ways, be understood. The 
educational pipeline has also changed, given that bilingual education was outlawed in the 
90s by voters, meaning that students pre-and post-this referendum encountered different 
educational experiences in their k-12 schools. Despite enduring inequities, the intricacies 
of the language and literacy practices and lived experiences of people born to recent 
immigrants are kaleidoscopic and shifting. 
Connected to the problems of categorization and limited context, researching 
solely at the level of higher education is not enough to either explain or understand the 
racial achievement gap. In their Critical Race Theory analysis of the data on 
Latino/Hispanic underrepresentation and under-achievement in California, Solorzano, et. 
al., argue that we need to look at the whole educational pipeline—elementary through 
graduate school—in order to find the “leakage points” where Latinos drop out of the 
system (2005).5 They argue that the “cumulative effects of “inadequate educational 																																																								
4 Bensimon, Ching, and others at the Center for Urban Education urge us to centralize race in discussions 
of equity since, they argue, when all other factors are accounted for (socio-economic status, gender, 
academic preparation, and so on), race remains the greatest predictor of educational attainment. I agree 
fully with this view and hope to expand on it by asking how multiple institutional and social forces 
intersect, while emphasizing that racial inequity has an enduring impact that continues to resist liberal 
reform efforts.  
5 The results of their research show that out of 100 Latino/as who enter kindergarten in California only 59 
will graduate from high school. 
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preparation and schooling conditions” at lower and secondary institutional levels play an 
equally significant role in explaining achievement and that we need more studies that 
make these links. Indeed, focusing only on experiences, practices, or programs at the 
level of higher education can have the effect of making it seem that the problem lies in 
the student—or in their racial/gender/socioeconomic status—rather than on the 
institutions that under-prepared them and prevents us from seeing the histories with 
institutions and ideologies that shape their current practices. 
Yet, for reasons related to resources, time, and institutional structures, the 
research in the field of Education has tended to focus on K-12 contexts and extensive 
research in Composition and Rhetoric Studies on 4-year colleges, leaving less visible the 
ways that writing functions in two-year colleges and the experiences and perspectives of 
two-year college students (although this has been building momentum with increased 
state support to community colleges and their growing number). Thus, extensive or in-
depth research on writing in the community colleges has been relatively recently 
emerging. Tinberg and Nadeau’s recent study The Community College Writer: Exceeding 
Expectations is one example of research that extensively studies writing practices, 
purposes, and assignments in a community college while also centering on student 
voices, but it was only relatively recently published (2010). However, their study is 
limited to the experiences of students in their first semester of college. The authors 
emphasize the need for more research looking at diverse writing practices for multiple 
courses that students do, including studies that look at how their histories, identities, and 
experiences inform their current practices. 
 Further, much of the attention on community colleges has tended to categorize 
students as “Basic Skills,” “remedial,” or “developmental,” extending the language in 4-
year college writing programs, “Basic Writing” and “Basic Writers,” creating a whole 
category of people based solely by the assessment practices and institutional histories and 
programs in which they find themselves (a point Sternglass also made, sadly, now over 
20 years ago).	Research (for all kinds of reasons) can tend to focus on students doing 
certain kinds of assignments in certain classrooms, which can limit how we see their 
practices and their potential. I strongly believe that what makes writers seem “Basic” is 
the fact that they are asked to do “basic” assignments, often decontextualized, formulaic, 
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over-prescribed, and without sophisticated reading and discussion to accompany them. 
Like those in the Accelerated Learning community, I believe that the capacities of 
“underprepared” students are grossly underestimated. Further, the term basic writing or 
basic writer reflects a reductive theory of writing, which, as Prior argues, is in fact a 
complex process of reading, writing, re-reading, talking, and so on situated within a 
complex network of feelings, habits, environmental factors, and physical experiences. 
Indeed, Sternglass begins her book lamenting the fact that despite significant research 
that underprepared students thrive with enriched or supported mainstream courses, they 
continue to be separated and remedialized. Mina Shaugnessy’s now classic “Diving In,” 
while I find deeply troubling for its othering of students, at least similarly made the point, 
as Mike Rose also has done for the field of education since the 1980s, that remediation, 
as discursive, theoretical, political, and programmatic concept has been harmful and 
reductive, and has severely hindered our fields’ ability to properly research and teach 
student writers in the context of community college.  
 Also, as Valdes points out, there remains a disciplinary division in the research 
and scholarly conversation on ESL versus “mainstream” writers and their literacy 
practices, a problem she attributes to their “distinct communication spheres” (2004; 66). 
This has created scenarios again in which research has divided these groups and has 
resulted, according to Valdes, a divide between teachers and a general lack of 
understanding about what academic writing is or how to teach it. These disciplinary 
divisions result in problematic program and departmental divisions in community 
colleges, in which multilingual students are often misplaced within either ESL or English 
courses, or the division of such courses doesn’t serve them since they are, effectively, 
“in-between” them, with little chance of challenging their placements. This urges us to 
more extensively understand the ways that bilingual and/or bidialectical writers negotiate 
academic literacy. As Ortemeier-Hooper shows in her study of multiple bilingual college 
writers, the categories that our disciplines and programmatic structures impose fail to 
describe the realities of multilingual people in the U.S.  
  Fifth, I would suggest that a most central gaps in the literature has to do with 
studying writing as situated within the context of academic literacy practices more 
holistically, and even further, to investigate how students understand the purpose of 
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learning to write academically. Much study of writing in colleges continues to emphasize 
English or college composition courses, and thus only gives a slim picture of how 
students understand writing for college purposes and what their orientation toward it is. 
We seem to still be caught in the academic/vocational divide that Mike Rose has long 
urged us to abandon. How do students who are not necessarily liberal arts or four-year 
degree-oriented engage with the kinds of writing they do in community college courses? 
We need to more thoroughly articulate the varying purposes students have in community 
colleges and the kinds of academic literacy practices they engage in more holistically. 
Again, while this is changing, the bulk of writing research in the context of community 
college seems to orbit around the powerful center or dominance of the academic/literary 
essay and its discursive conventions.  
Given the ethnolinguistic diversity of Latinas in the Bay Area, the differences in 
their trajectories through the educational pipeline, the lack of research on literacy and 
writing in community college within composition studies, the overemphasis of research 
on developmental or “basic” writers, and the lack of any sustained research on the writing 
of Latinas in higher education, there is clearly a need for more qualitative research to 
complement the large, quantitative studies of achievement in higher education currently 
being used to inform policy and programming. The racial inequities in higher education 
remain urgent; understanding how we can better offer educational opportunities—that are 
agentic opportunities, designable by the student according to their own needs and goals—
is of the utmost importance. While reforms are admirable, if they do not adequately 
understand or address the language and literacy competencies of students who arrive 
having been under-educated by and marginalized within their K-12 institutions, 
especially generation 1.5 and 2.0 students, they will only continue to make the system 
hostile for Latino/as and other marginalized populations.   
 
B. Orientation to the Dissertation  
In responding to this disciplinary and socio-political context, my goal for this 
study was to gain a more in-depth and intricate portrait of how Latinas theorize, 
negotiate, and operationalize their identities, literacy practices, and strategies for 
achievement in their college journeys in order to put these theories and experiences in 
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conversation with the scholarly literature and reform efforts. Via an in-depth, case study 
approach, my attempt was to foreground Latinas’ experiences and how they use their own 
theories about learning, language, and literacy to strategically navigate their educational 
goals and other responsibilities. This is of the utmost importance for those of us in 
literacy studies and composition/rhetoric since English coursework remains a pivotal and 
high-impact intervention for college achievement. Unfolding in three phases including 
surveys, focus groups, and in-depth individual case studies, I use interviews and 
discussions around texts in an attempt to gain insights and position the women as sense-
makers of their experiences. 
The dissertation unfolds as follows: In Chapter 2, I lay out the research questions 
and explain the conceptual framework that informed those questions, study design, and 
analysis. In Chapter 3, I describe the methodology, both the initial project design and a 
narrative of changes that it underwent as I maintained an emergent orientation toward the 
unfolding process and a commitment to the lives and needs of the participants. In 
Chapters 4-6, I present the data from the year-long case study participants, Maria, 
Cristina, and Miranda, using a grounded theory approach to focus on specific themes 
encompassing the intersections of my key concepts. In Chapter 7, I overlay a more 
critical analysis on the thematic analysis, showing how this data intersects with the 
literature on academic literacies and critical race theory. I describe how the systemic and 
ideological forces at work in education were accommodated, adapted, and resisted 
through their strategies. And in Chapter 8, I discuss the implications for the teaching or 
English/composition in community colleges and the responsibility of English faculty and 
the discipline of Composition/Rhetoric in aiding the achievement of Latina community 
college students, alongside the policy reform efforts now underway. 
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CHAPTER II 
 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
 Based on the scholarly and socio-political context I described in Chapter 1 and 
my own experiences as a community college teacher, I designed the following research 
questions:  
 
1. a) How do bilingual U.S. Latina/Chicana community college students describe 
their histories of participation with academic institutions? b) Which features of 
these institutions and communities are made salient as they describe their 
experiences and practices in high school and college? c) How do these histories 
inform their current identities, attitudes, and practices in relation to literacy 
practices in college? 
  
2. How do Latinas form identity positions in relation to their institutions and 
communities, local and distant, past and present, academic and non-academic?  
 
3. What attitudes toward language use, academic literacies, and schooling do 
these students have and how/where did they acquire them? How do these attitudes 
shape their interpretation of and engagement with the culture/s and practices of 
their academic contexts? 
 
4. What do Latinas’ rhetorical and discursive practices look like in situated 
literacy events involving writing for college purposes? In what ways are these 
practices intersecting with their histories, identities, and attitudes?  
 
5. What strategies do Latinas have for negotiating academic achievement—in 
other words, for reaching their academic and career goals?  
 
The literature that informed these questions and study design emerged from 
interdisciplinary fields of scholarship, including critical sociocultural literacy theory, 
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critical race theory, Latino Critical Theory (LatCrt), feminist theory, 
composition/rhetoric, and (loosely) multilingualism. Below, I outline the key moves and 
concepts in these fields that informed these research questions, study design, 
methodology, and analysis. In particular, this framework informed my use of the 
concepts of histories of participation, identities, critical literacies, attitudes, practices, 
and strategies. It also shaped my effort to do in-depth individual case studies, looking for 
the contradictions, complexities, and multi-dimensional nature of Latinas’ experiences 
rather than broad comparisons or generalizations. It also guided my effort to situate the 
women in the study as theorizers of their own, lived experiences, as knowledge-makers, 
offering narratives that show the intersections of ideological and institutional power and 
their strategies for resistance that they must negotiate to succeed.  
 
A. Critical Sociocultural Literacy Theory: Histories of Participation, Academic
 Literacies, and Learning 
 
While I’m positioned within the field of composition/rhetoric studies, my view of 
how that field intersects with the community college context demands that we situate 
academic writing within a broader set of academic literacies pertaining to higher 
education. Therefore, within the broad discipline of literacy studies, I am building 
specifically on what Lewis, Enciso, and Moje call a critical sociocultural framework to 
theory and research on literacy (2007). This framework brings together New Literacy 
Studies, critical cultural studies, and critical discourse analysis to understand literacy as a 
social and ideological process, or what the authors describe as “the intersection of social, 
cultural, historical, mental, physical, political […] aspects of people’s sense-making, 
interaction, and learning around texts” (2). This is a revision to the “autonomous” view of 
literacy (Street), or what Guerra has labeled “literacy-as-entity” and “literacy-as-self” 
(1998), which understood literacy as a set of skills that reside in an individual. Following 
this revision, literacy is best defined as practices or acts performed within a sociocultural 
context, which means that people have “cultural ways of using literacy” (Gee 1998/2008; 
Barton and Hamilton 2000). Being social processes, literacy practices involve “hidden 
phenomenon” or what Hamilton calls “invisible resources,” such as values, attitudes, 
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knowledges, feelings and social relationships (Barton and Hamilton “Expanding” 18). 
Thus, Lewis, Enciso, and Moje emphasize that a critical approach to sociocultural 
research on literacy brings to the fore the issues of power that make literacy events sites 
of struggle and thus transformation, where individuals, discourse communities, and 
institutions are all changed by literate practices. As a result, what might be called 
“academic literacy”—of central concern here—is intimately intertwined with and 
mutually constitutive of a broader set of culturally informed, multiple, and dynamic 
literacies (Hull and Schulz 2002; Guerra 1998; Moje and Lewis 2007). Theorized this 
way, Hamilton and Barton, like the others I’ve mentioned here, argue that literacy 
practices are not directly observable, so we need “peoples insights on how they learn, 
their theories about learning and their vernacular [meaning daily] strategies” (“Literacy” 
14). In linking the idea of literacies as multiple, and as social practices, this research is 
informed by Lea and Street’s argument for an “academic literacies approach” (1998). 
Intrinsic to this approach is also the social and ideological nature of literacies, which 
views “student writing and learning at the level of epistemology and identities rather than 
skills or socialization” (159). An academic literacies approach recognizes the diverse 
range of communicative practices students must navigate and understands that switching 
practices between one setting and another means handling the “deep affective and 
ideological conflicts” that this can evoke potentially for students (159). At the heart of 
this approach is an understanding that meaning, genre, discourse and so on are being 
contested and negotiated; they are not static entities that a student assimilates to or a 
concrete set of skills. Academic literacies are about authority and contestation over 
knowledge (159). Given this approach, situating writing and studying literacy practices 
across contexts is requisite to understanding the full range of “hidden resources” that are 
being engaged and indeed shaped in these academic experiences.  
Further, in order to appropriately understand literacy practices we need to look 
beyond the current task. Literacy theorists argue that domains, literacy events, and 
practices themselves are not discrete, or easily isolated in either time or space since they 
extend beyond the individual and exist in relationships both to others and to self, in 
addition to the use/purpose of that practice. As Hull and Schulz explain, while literacy 
events may be bounded (i.e., reading a bed-time story), or of particular focus in 
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composition, the academic essay, literacy practices are processual, on-going, and cut 
across domains and events. Rogers calls this diachronic view “histories of participation”, 
a concept I build on centrally in this study, which “goes beyond the moment of 
participation to constitute a history and a future act” (Rogers qtd, in Moje and Lewis 
2007). This cognitive/ epistemological dimension of literacy is important to 
understanding literacy practices as informed by lived-experiences situated within the past 
experiences and future goals. Further, the authors argue, as does James Gee, that learning 
is an essential aspect of literacy—that in fact the two are mutually constitutive (Social 
2008). Building on Gee’s work, Moje and Lewis define learning as a process in which 
the “acquisition, appropriation, resistance to, and reconceptualization of skills and 
knowledge […] might involve taking up and taking on existing discourses or 
transforming fixed discourse communities (“Examining” 18). In sum, literacies are 
contextualized by a broader sociocultural context of relationships to family, culture, 
community, discourses, and institutions (Fairclough 1992; Gee 2008; Rogers 2002). They 
are thus always critical, since literacy practices will never simply reproduce or neutrally 
transmit cultural meanings or discourses of power but will always change those 
meanings, and people are changed by their literacy practices.  
 
B. Latino/a Cultural Studies (LatCRT), Critical Race Theory (CRT), and Latina 
 Feminism: The “Intercentricity” of Race, Multi-dimensional Identities, and
 Agency 
   
Critical sociocultural literacy studies alone cannot go far enough in looking at 
processes of racialization or sufficiently theorize the contested processes of identity 
formation. Those in Latino Critical Cultural Studies, Critical Race Theorists, and 
Chicana/Latina feminists all agree on what Solorzano and Yosso call the 
“intercentricity” of race. By intercentricity the authors mean that socio-historical and 
systemic processes of minoritization and marginalization via racialization need always be 
a central lens on cultural studies of Latino/as. Displacement, migration, immigration, and 
other patterns of movement of Hispanic/Latino peoples intersected with the current mis-
placement of multilingual or English-with-an-accent speakers in the educational system 
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speaks to how the colonial legacies of racism and monolingualism impact Latino/a 
identity formation and educational, economic, and other opportunities.  
Latino/as are multiply positioned as they move in, around, and against various 
communities and institutions, generating “raced-gendered epistemologies,” or ways of 
seeing, making sense of, and acting in the world (Delgado Bernal 2002; Solorzano and 
Yosso 2002; Elenes et. al. 2001). The research and theories concerning Chicana/Latina 
identities and literacies show that they negotiate geo-historical, ethnolinguistic, racial and 
gendered tensions: a paradoxical sense of belonging and not belonging that creates 
contradictory, ambivalent, and resistant ways of acting in and making sense of the world. 
This is prevalent here in California, where Latino/Chicano cultures are highly visible, 
where many Latino/Chicano/Hispanic families have lived for generations, where they are 
a majority population, yet where they are still often treated as “immigrants,” cultural 
outsiders, or those non-English speaking “others.” These social and ideological processes 
inform what Renato Rosaldo describes as “cultural citizenship,” or the “forms of 
exclusion, marginalization, and enfranchisement in modes that require joining together 
cultural meanings and material life” (“Cultural” 36). This work has helped overturn 
reductive models that have theorized cultural difference as a deficit, and as discontinuous 
with “mainstream” culture and practices. These views historically: construct cultural 
“difference” as an obstacle to successful learning and frame communities of color as 
culturally impoverished (Canagarajah 2002; Gonzalez, Moll, Amanti 2005; Yosso 2005); 
position community, family, street, and school literacies as oppositional (Vasquez et. al 
2004); create overly determined categories such as “ESL,” “Generation 1.5,” or “L1/L2,” 
(Arraiza et. al, 2007; Gutierrez and Orellana 2006; Martinez 2010; Suarez Orozco and 
Suarez Orozco 1995); divide vernacular versus written literacies (Guerra 1998); and 
dichotomize Anglo versus “other” cultures (Canagarajah 2002). In resisting deficit-based 
and othering frameworks, as I’ve described above, cultural, linguistic, racial, linguistic 
and other phenomenon are better understood as fluid, multidimensional, ideological, and 
shifting depending on context and event. Critical race theory urges us to study not just 
individuals but also the structural and ideological forces that they must negotiate, 
accommodate, and resist. It asks us to attend to forces of subordination and 
minoritization.  
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 In addition to the intercentricity of systemic racialization, critical race theorists 
conceptualize identities as plural and shifting rather than static and monolithic, via 
concepts of multiplicity, intersectionality, hybridization, and mestiza consciousness. 
These are the complex and contradictory ways people get positioned and position 
themselves have been conceptualized variously as “multiple,” “intersectional,” and 
“hybrid.” We negotiate multiple identity positions. Yet identities are also viewed as 
resistant, oppositional, and transformative. Lisa Lowe’s work on Asian American 
rhetoric, cultural identity, and racialization helps describe the ways that history, ideology, 
and capitalism shape “minority” experience and practice or “immigrant acts.” Her 
concepts of “multiplicity” and “hybridity and hybridization” articulate that minority 
subjects “multiply determined” by “several different axes of power” (67). Further, Lowe 
argues that a process of hybridization helps account for the uneven and unstable political 
terrain on which these social and individual processes play out, arguing that hybridization 
is “not the free oscillation between or among chosen identities. [Rather] it is the uneven 
process through which immigrant communities encounter the violences of the U.S. state, 
and the capital imperatives served by the United States and by the Asian states from 
which they come, and the process through which they survive those violences by living, 
inventing, and reproducing different cultural alternatives” (82). Avtar Brah similarly 
articulates a feminist politics of location to help theorize the relationships between social 
structure and individual agency. Brah suggests that we think through what she calls 
“multiaxial locationality” or the “simultaneous situatedness within gendered spaces of 
class, racism, ethnicity, sexuality, age” and “movement across shifting cultural, religious, 
and linguistic boundaries; of journeys across geographical and psychic spaces” (628). 
Brah offers ways to think about both movement and locationality in shifting borderlands, 
encouraging us to look for multiple axes that show how the “materiality of the social, the 
cultural and the subjective” are intertwined (629). Both Lowe and Brah encourage 
attention to the material politics of positionality as a feature of diasporic or borderland 
spaces. The “myriad processes” (Brah) that inflect transcultural identities reveal how 
ideologies around family, citizenship, wealth, and labor influence cultural identity as 
much as ethnicity and race. Marginalized peoples are agents in their life trajectories—that 
while their experiences, identities, attitudes, and practices may be in part shaped by 
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systemic oppression, they resist, negotiate, and transform these systems in ways that are 
not always recognizable, (or may be in fact recognized and then undermined). Last, 
Gloria Anzaldua’s concept of mestiza consciousness has been used to inform much 
research and scholarship in these fields as well (see in particular Baca; Delgado Bernal; 
Godinez). Building on culturally indigenous epistemologies, languages, and her own 
spiritual and material experience, Anzaldua uses mestiza consciousness to theorize and 
articulate the ways that Chicana/Latinas negotiate the borderland or “Nepantla,” an in-
between space of cultural production and resistance: 
 Soy un amasamiento, I am an act of kneading, of uniting and joining that has not 
 only has produced both a creature of darkness and a creature of light, but also a 
 creature that questions the definitions of light and dark and gives them new 
 meanings (Borderlands 103). 
Anzaldua’s testimonio, “I am an act” demonstrates how subjectivity is a way of being in 
the world, a social process of becoming, belonging, revising, always creating “a new 
story” to explain the world, even while navigating the oppressive forces of homophobia 
and sexism that feature prominently alongside racism and linguistic discrimination. 
Identity, literacy, and language use are intertwined.  
Further, the theoretical intervention here means positioning marginalized peoples 
as knowledge-holders, such that they become theorizers of their experience: “academic” 
theories, methodologies, and pedagogies can be informed by their “raced-gendered 
epistemologies.” Esthela Banuelos’s research with Chicana graduate students, for 
instance, demonstrates how the women created a “thirdspace feminist vision” that reflects 
the “contestation that takes place over spaces of belonging” (98).6 Through extensive 
interviews she finds that their attitudes toward their feminist, academic, and racial 
identities shift and evolve, being at times resistant or ambivalent since the women 
themselves are in a process of becoming. They also create “thirdspaces” such as reading 
groups and informal mentoring relationships that reflect both resistant and 
accomodationist strategies to coping with the contested space of being both inside and 
outside the academy. Michelle Holling’s study of college student narratives in her 
Chicana/Latina studies course shows similar contradictory and multilayered identities and 																																																								
6 Banuelos is utilizing Edward Soja’s concept of thirdspaces. See also Bhabha’s Location of Culture. 
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attitudes, as the women negotiated the contested spaces between white and brown racial 
identities, traditional versus progressive gender roles, independence versus family 
commitments, and so on (2006). 
 Finally, making visible the knowledges and experiences of women of color means 
constructing a relationship between “epistemologies, pedagogies, and methodologies” 
such that cultural ways of knowing in turn inform and reshape dominant research 
methodologies (Delgado Bernal 2006; F. Gonzalez 2006; Knight et. al. 2006; S. Villenas 
2006). Following work by Gloria Ladson-Billings and others, feminist researchers situate 
women as pensadoras (Gonzalez 2001; Kanagala, Rendon, and Nora 2014). As Elenes, et 
al. argue, Chicana, Mexicana and Latina ways of knowing “extend beyond the public 
realm and formal schooling” and thus require activist and collaborative research into the 
“forms of communication and practices occurring within the intimate, multiple, and 
intersecting spaces of home and community ‘pedagogies’” (595). Kanagla et. al. theorize 
Latino/a Cultural Wealth building on Yosso’s work on cultural capital, which they 
categorize as ventajas (assets) and conocimientos (knowledge or awareness through 
experience). These forms of “educación” (Gonzalez) enable them to survive the at times 
oppressive conditions of schooling and their communities, or what others are naming as 
cultural resilience, or the competences derived from lived experiences that enable them to 
navigate a challenging environment (Amaury; E3.org). Francisca Gonzalez describes this 
as haciendo que hacer—a creative thought process that ‘weaves inner and critical 
knowledge” (2001). Delgado Bernal uses the term “raced-gendered epistemologies” to 
describe the “systems of knowing” that are passed on through these pedagogies. Her 
research with Chicana college students in California shows how the mujeres’ 
commitment to their communities and spiritual practices in fact strengthen their 
educational achievement and sense of self, despite conflicts with dominant ideologies and 
practices of individualism and the complex nature of their attitudes toward bilingualism 
and biculturalism (2001; 2006). Knight, et. al’s research with young, college-bound 
Latinas of Puerto Rican and Dominican descent similarly focuses on the critical literacies 
the women utilize to navigate the competing morals, codes, expectations, discourses, and 
practices around sexuality, family, school, and relationships. These processes of emergent 
identity formation reflect Anzaldua’s statement “I am an act”—they are “creating a new 
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story,” a new culture, one that resists and transforms efforts to oppress Latinas or separate 
their bodies/minds/spirits (Knight et. al., 2006; Gonzalez 2001). Thus, non-dominant 
literacy practices also inform the ways that people negotiate academic literacies. These 
are alternately called pedagogies of home and community, or ‘everyday” literacies, 
pedagogies, and epistemologies (Cintron 1997; Delgado Bernal 2006; Godinez 2006; 
Galvan 2001). These cultural practices or “repertoires of practice” (Gutierrez and Rogoff 
2003) are both cultural and/also raced and gendered (Orellana 1995; Knight, et. al 2006). 
Just as identities are hybridized and plural, so are literacies. And, identities and literacies 
are always emergent and articulated, or negotiated as forms of agency in contested 
spaces.  
 
C. Multilingualism and Literacy: Language Ideologies and Language Attitudes 
For many Latinas, their languages and dialects are a significant part of their 
cultural, ethnic, gendered, and political identities and literacy practices, meaning that any 
study of identities and literacies must also be informed by and interested in how 
language, language attitudes, and language ideologies play a role.7 While many Latinas 
may be native English speakers and identify themselves as such, the persistence of 
standard language ideologies around linguistic purity, language superiority, nativism, and 
racism in the U.S. continues to displace and disenfranchise them, even as they occupy a 
growing majority of the population in the U.S., and in California in particular (Arraiza et. 
al., 2007; Lippi-Green 1997; Kells, Balester, and Villanueva 2004; Silvestrini 2007). 
Research has shown that language ideologies, defined as the systems of values and 
beliefs about language, directly influence the attitudes speakers have toward their 
language varieties which affects their performance and self-concept (Baca 2007; Balester 
1993; Lippi-Green 1997; Millward, et. al. 2007). Linguistic “difference” continues to 
frame discussions of Latino/a peoples in the public sphere, as political debates, 																																																								
7 For the purposes of this study, I am adopting the standpoint that all speech communities use dialects, and 
that languages are to be understood as institutionalized or prestige dialects. Therefore, when I say 
“multilinguals” in reference to my participants, I am referring to the idea that they most likely use, know, or 
grow up in ethnolinguistically diverse communities, meaning using multiple dialects. They may or may not 
be what is traditionally considered “bilingual” in Spanish and English, but are users of varieties of Spanish 
and English dialects. My concern in designing the study was not with defining or quantifying their 
language use as much as it is understanding their relationships to their repertoires of both literacy and 
language practices and their identities as “bilinguals” or “language minorities.” 
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propositions, and referenda—often directly connected to immigration issues, citizenship 
rights, and bilingual education—characterize the majority of the media attention. Further, 
their “language difference” or “limited English Profiency” continues to be pathologized 
in school, resulting in mis-placement or over-representation in ESL and/or ELD classes 
(Spack 2004; Silvistrini 1998; Valdes 2004). Such institutional practices have 
systematically under-educated many Latino/as, undermined their confidence in their 
linguistic, cognitive, and academic abilities, and, as Padilla puts it, contributed to their 
“disconnection and alienation from the education process” (see also Ortmeier-Hooper 
2008; Padilla 1997; Zentella 1997). The influence of these socio-political ideologies and 
institutionalized practices has profound consequences on how Latinas, like other 
multilinguals such as AAVE users, conceptualize their multilingualism/ 
multidialectalism, and in turn their affiliation with and performance in various 
communities, including academic contexts.  
The ways in which language use is situated within larger socio-political contexts 
implicates processes of identity construction, community membership, and power 
(Fairclough 1992). We use language, as Kells argues, both to individuate ourselves and to 
“bind” ourselves to our communities (“Understanding” 36). The power of language to 
index identity and membership are part of its rhetorical and ideological nature. Thus, 
Zentella follows Peter Auer in describing people as “doing being bilingual”—describing 
the intimate and complex interrelationships between identity, community, performance, 
and language practices (1997). Language and identity relate because language use 
constructs an identity: bilinguals “do” bilingualism rather than “be” bilingual. Chang and 
Schmida’s study of U.S. born children of immigrants, for example, shows that bilingual 
students across ethnic groups can be what might be traditionally defined as native English 
speakers and yet not identify as such. One student wrote, for instance, “English is, it’s 
natural, I think in English” and yet identifies more intimately with Chinese: “it is the 
essence of me” he writes (90-91). As this example shows, understanding the multi-
dimensional nature of “doing being bilingual” (or multilingual) deserves research that 
addresses the heterogeneity of language practices within ethnic/regional communities and 
that looks at the rhetorical practices and attitudes that shape language practices, not just 
the surface linguistic features of texts (spoken or written).  
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Often, the attitudes of multilinguals towards these ideologies are contradictory 
and ambivalent (Balester 1993; Kells 2004; Ortmeier-Hooper 2008; Villa 2004). 
Balester’s work with college students who use African American Vernacular English 
shows that while they can disparage its lack of “correctness,” they will also celebrate its 
expressiveness and its ability to build community or reflect individual style, an 
ambivalence that Smitherman also calls “linguistic push/pull (2006). The students 
frequently understood AAVE merely in terms lexicon or diction, reflecting an 
internalization of the standardized notion of language as a collection of features, rather 
than a communicative, rhetorical practice. Their language attitudes in turn affect their 
linguistic, rhetorical, and discursive performance. Balester argues that the students 
showed a heightened sense of ethos in their writing. Like many others who have studied 
multilinguals, Balester argues that her students often show increased audience awareness 
or rhetorical and linguistic dexterity (Martinez 2010; Kells 2004; N. Gonzalez 2001; 
Zentella 1997). However, as Ortmeier-Hooper’s and Ramirez-Dhoore and Jones’s 
research also shows, students internalize the language attitudes of those around them, in 
turn shaping their orientation toward educational institutions, their ethnic heritages, and 
definitions of academic success (2008; 2007). Further, Balester argues that racial 
minorities in particular understand the significance of their rhetorical performance of 
ethos in overcoming stereotypes about or deficit perspectives on their linguistic 
performance and literacy abilities. So, while this heightened audience awareness as a 
meta-linguistic resource should be a benefit in acquiring other discursive modes—such as 
academic discourses—it can also work against developing writers when they become 
racialized and minoritized via their linguistic performance.   
In addition to attention to language ideologies and language attitudes, recent 
scholarship in sociolinguistic research and literacy studies has revised prior 
understandings of bilingualism and rhetorical positioning in the language repertoires of 
multilingual people. Recent research has explored the “often dazzling complexity” 
(Zentella 5) of human language use and the “porosity” (Guerra 18) of languages and 
communities. This research suggests that ethnolinguistic heterogeneity and complex and 
contradictory linguistic, rhetorical, and discursive repertoires best characterize the 
language practices of multilinguals (Anzaldua 1998; N. Gonzalez 2001; Martinez 2010; 
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Zentella 1997). Zentella calls this a bilingual/multidialectical repertoire, which is a 
“spectrum of linguistic codes that range from standard to non-standard dialects in English 
and Spanish” (41). The contradictory and hybrid nature of bilingualism, bidialectism, and 
code-switching reveal the ways that language knowledge, attitudes about language use, 
and rhetorical and linguistic performance resist binary understandings or linear 
conceptualizations of development (Balester 1993; Canagarajah 2002; Dworin 2003; 
Gutierrez and Orellana 2006; Martinez 2010). As Norma Gonzalez found in her study of 
bilingualism among Mexican heritage families in Tucson, for instance, the dynamics of 
human social relationships and language use often exceed our attempts to explain them 
through categorization or linear narrative accounts. Rather, as Gonzalez shows, these 
families are “border citizens” not just geographically; they use what she calls “emergent 
cultural practices” that resist seamless repetition or firm categorical boundaries. Further, 
people have conflicting ways of giving meaning to the world (Gonzalez 13). Medina, in 
her study of minority students’ responses to literature, similarly argues, “it is more 
significant to ask how the students are dynamically making sense of multiple social 
locations they navigate (across time, spaces, and people) and what is being made visible, 
relevant, and accepted in the students’ responses as a translocal space for cultural 
production (emphasis mine 40).  
 Bakhtin’s theories of dialogism and heteroglossia also help me theorize the social 
and hybridized nature of language use, or what he describes as the “complex problem of 
interrelations among language, ideology, and world view” (62). Language, he argues, is 
dialogic, or always oriented toward an other:  
 Unique speech experience is shaped and developed in continuous and constant 
 interaction with others’ individual utterances. This experience can be 
 characterized to some degree as the process of assimilation—more or less 
 creative—of others’ words (and not the words of a language). Our speech, that is, 
 all our utterances, (including creative works), is filled with others’ words, varying 
 degrees of otherness or varying degrees of our-own-ness… (Speech Genres 89) 
This means that language use be studied as rhetorical and situated within a system of 
social relationships. Bakhtin also argues against unitary notions of language. In 
redressing previous linguistic theory, Bakhtin argues that our attention be to the "real 
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ideologically saturated ‘language consciousness,’” that participates in “actual 
heteroglossia and multi-languagedness" (The Dialogic 271): “Languages do not exclude 
each other,” he argues, “but rather intersect with each other in many different ways” […] 
It might even seem that the very word ‘language’ loses all meaning in this process—for 
apparently there is no single plane on which all these ‘languages’ might be juxtaposed to 
one another” (The Dialogic 291).  
 Following this more rhetorical approach to language, the idea that multilinguals 
simply adapt or reproduce language and cultural practices has also shifted. Researchers 
now use hybridity borderlands, and contact zone (Pratt) concepts to describe language 
practices. For instance, Kells, Canagarajah, and Guerra follow Zamel and Pratt in using 
the concept of transculturation to think about how multilinguals navigate their multiple 
cultural, semiotic, and personal worlds through language. Zamel argues that a 
transculturation model “assumes and celebrates the selective, generative, and inventive 
nature of and cultural adaptation and thus reflects precisely how language s and cultures 
develop and change—infused, invigorated, and challenged by variation and innovation” 
(350). Kells, Canagarajah, Connal, and Guerra build on this model in the concept of 
transcultural rhetoric, or transcultural repositioning to describe the ways that 
multilinguals establish ethos across contexts and cultures.  According to Guerra, this is a 
dynamic process of accommodation, adaptation, and resistance rather than unidirectional 
adoption or acquisition. People do not reproduce language and discourse; they reinvent it 
in each instance of use, using their own “repertoires” (Rogoff and Gutierrez). Looking at 
language variety through a transculturation model or the rhetorical practices of 
transcultural repositioning rather than simply code-switching or L1/L2 transference takes 
into account the social, ideological, and rhetorical nature of all language use.  
  The above literature served as a framework for my research questions, 
methodology, and analysis, as I continue to describe in Chapter 3. This design, most 
broadly, utilizes in-depth case studies, interview methods, and talk around texts in order 
to gain insight into the diversity and complexity of Latinas’ experiences and to position 
their experiential knowledge as central to how we understand their educational journeys. 
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CHAPTER III  
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
 
A. Research Questions 
 
 
 As I described in Chapter 2, based on my review of the scholarly literature, the 
broader socio-political and educational movements in California, and my experiences as a 
teacher in the community college system, I initially shaped this project with five 
intersecting research questions:  
 
1. a) How do bilingual U.S. Latina/Chicana community college students describe 
their histories of participation with academic institutions? b) Which features of 
these institutions and communities are made salient as they describe their 
experiences and practices in high school and college? c) How do these histories 
inform their current identities, attitudes, and practices in relation to literacy 
practices in college? 
  
2. How do Latinas form identity positions in relation to their institutions and 
communities, local and distant, past and present, academic and non-academic?  
 
3. What attitudes toward language use, academic literacies, and schooling do 
these students have and how/where did they acquire them? How do these attitudes 
shape their interpretation of and engagement with the culture/s and practices of 
their academic contexts? 
 
4. What do Latinas’ rhetorical and discursive practices look like in situated 
literacy events involving writing for college purposes? In what ways are these 
practices intersecting with their histories, identities, and attitudes?  
 
5. What strategies do Latinas have for negotiating academic achievement—in 
other words, for reaching their academic and career goals?  
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As the study progressed, I had to eliminate question #4 as a viable research question, 
since I wasn’t getting enough writing from the participants to gain systematic insight into 
writing practices. Thus, as they study evolved, my focus shifted from writing practices to 
academic literacy practices, which better encompassed the kinds of academic work they 
were performing during the length of the study and the kinds of conversations we had 
about that work. Therefore, I focused on getting recursive, descriptive, and in-depth data 
on the remaining four questions, which continued to be interesting and pertinent as the 
project progressed. I felt that I was able to gain rich data on their language attitudes and 
academic literacy practices as they intersect with their histories of participation, identity 
positions, and strategies for negotiating academic achievement.  
 
B. Orientation to Qualitative Research Methodology 
 
 The interdisciplinary theoretical framework on literacy and language studies I 
outlined in the previous chapter rationalizes a qualitative research design that uses 
multiple methods and an interpretive, recursive, and emergent orientation. While I detail 
more theoretical approaches in my design below, on a broad level, I take an approach that 
follows Renato Rosaldo’s concept of processual and narrative analysis, in which he 
dismisses any “monopoly on truth” from a single vantage point, requiring that culture be 
studied from a number of perspectives, “and that these perspectives cannot necessarily be 
added together into a unified summation” (93). I also follow Street’s concept of “culture-
as-verb” rather than culture as noun, pointing to the idea that we do culture (Brice and 
Street 2008). In shifting from homogenous, static definitions of culture with fixed 
boundaries, Rosaldo, Brice, Street, Guerra, Gonzalez, and Zentella, and many others I 
discussed earlier, argue that culture is porous and kaleidoscopic, evolving, shifting, which 
means we look for the borderzones that are always in motion, where “cultural practices 
and processes of cultural mediation” become the object of study (217). As the women in 
this study show, their multiple cultural affiliations inflect their multiple identity positions 
and practices in a web of meanings that are constantly emerging and changing.  
The multiple perspectives that emerge from processual understandings of culture 
comprise what Rosaldo calls a “double vision,” between the researcher and participants, 
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in which each viewpoint is incomplete or partial. “Taken together,” he argues, “they 
achieve neither ominiscience nor a unified master narrative but complex understandings 
of ever-changing, multifacted social realities” (128). Stories about experience and 
practices will never map neatly on to each other and, as researcher, I looked for these 
productive tensions—where their stories or theories cohered and where the women had 
conflicting or contradictory stories and theories of which they were trying to make sense.
 Yet throughout my analysis, I honor the ways that we desire to tell coherent 
stories of our experiences and ideas in order to create a self—a position from which to 
feel, to think, to make decisions. So, while I attach an over-arching theme to each case 
study participant, I do this as a way of providing a temporary framework by which to 
embrace all the tensions and contradictions, or the “multifaceted social realities” that 
characterize the lived realities of the women I worked with.  
In addition to this attention to complexity, from a processual perspective, Rosaldo 
argues that “change rather than structure [is] society’s enduring state,” so we attend to the 
stories people tell about their lives. Following Rogers’ theory of histories of participation, 
stories both reveal the relationships between past and present as well as how people 
theorize about their lives. Rosaldo puts it as “people’s own notions of what they’re 
doing” since these stories order and guide people’s action in time and space (103). These 
stories both inform and intersect with my observation and interpretation of practices, such 
as literacies and language use. Further, allowing people the opportunity to tell stories and 
theorize and reflect on their lives, contexts, relationships, and practices means that they 
become participants in the creation of knowledge rather than a body of literature or a 
researcher. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, feminist and critical race theory 
methodologies call on researchers to operate from a “strengths perspective,” as Delgado 
Bernal calls it, or “affirmations perspective” (Knight et. al). As the women told their 
stories and discussed their practices and relationships in this study, they were telling 
stories of overcoming obstacles, finding success, and gaining an understanding of who 
and where they are in the world. It was never my goal to analyze their experiences in 
order to challenge their own interpretations, but to put their interpretations in 
conversation with the broader literature and policy on literacy, identity and achievement. 
Further, the focus of this study is achievement, not deficit, and at every turn I emphasized 
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that even though we were at times talking about challenges, we (both the participants and 
I) repeatedly affirmed their ability to triumph. 
 Finally, within an interpretive approach to qualitative inquiry, a multiple methods 
design reflects a belief that "each [research] practice makes the world visible in a 
different way" (Denzin and Lincoln 5). Multiple methods can facilitate recursive analysis 
of data, and offers more potential to de-stabilize the centrality of the researcher as 
“interpreter.” While some argue that the term multiple methods be specifically attached 
to studies combining qualitative and quantitative data, I would argue that a sound 
qualitative research methodology should use multiple methods. So I gathered data in 
survey form, individual interviews, focus groups, literacy logs, literacy artifacts, and text-
based interviews (meaning interviews around texts they had created or had been given to 
them, such as an assignment description or feedback from an instructor). As they talked 
with me, talked to each other, talked about their writing, and wrote in their literacy logs, 
the various and shifting meanings were more likely to emerge. Further, themes or trends 
become more meaningful or significant when they emerge in multiple contexts. So, for 
example, the overarching theme of independence that emerged, for me, from this study, 
appeared first in the focus groups during phase two of the study, but then was reinforced 
and made more intricate and complex throughout phase three, the case study phase. 
 Last, following Critical Race and feminist theories, a qualitative methodology is 
also pedagogical and ideological. It should be a learning experience for all involved, one 
which I was responsible for, at least in some way, constructing. And, being ideological, 
research is imbued with relations of power and privilege (Delgado Bernal 2006; F. 
Gonzalez 2006; Knight et. al. 2006; S. Villenas 2006). Most of my participants were 
experiencing what research is for the first time: how it’s done, how a researcher talks and 
inhabits power, how she treats people, how she thinks about things, why research is done, 
etc. So I was careful to explain as much to them as I could. For instance, I had them sign 
consent forms in person before taking the online survey, so they could ask any questions 
or I could point out potentially confusing language. I was attendant to the idea of 
methodology as pedagogy. I told them explicitly what I was doing and why, and 
discussed openly with them what it meant to be “doing a dissertation.” As I interviewed 
them, as I show in the data analysis below, I tried to give them the opportunity to 
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comment on their own words and on my interpretations. I shared my tentative 
interpretations, I asked clarifying questions about our previous conversations, and I 
followed their lead when they moved to issues that deserved more attention than the ones 
I had initially planned to focus on. I was trying to position them not as objects of study 
but researchers of a sort in their own right, attempting to make sense of their experiences 
as best they could. However, I am also aware that while I might theoretically “offer the 
opportunity” for participants to look at interpretations and tentative findings, for many 
reasons, these hypothetical opportunities do not translate neutrally given the power 
relationships between us. I tried to remain accountable to this dynamic and attentive to 
the ways it might impact the direction of our conversations or what they shared, which I 
discuss more below. 
 
 
C. The Research Site 
 
 This research study took place at a relatively small community college in the East 
Bay Area of California. It was the first college established in its district, (which now 
includes two others that serve the county). According to recent U.S. census data, the 
closest city of considerable size to the college has a median household income of $55,000 
(which is very low, given the cost of living in Northern California). Approximately 18% 
of the population has attained a bachelor’s degree and 9% any kind of graduate degree; 
46% of the population in the local area is Hispanic/Latino, another 19% African 
American and 17% Asian.  The local school districts also have one of the lowest 
performing high schools in the area.8 The local high school, which all the women in the 
study attended at least part of the time, is predominantly Latino/a, but has “college 
preparedness” rates only in the 20% range. While high school graduation rates are 
actually climbing for Latino/as, very few of them, as I mentioned above, continue to 
achieve the higher up they go on the education ladder.9 Many suggest that this is due to 																																																								
8 U.S News.com 
 
9 More detailed analysis of high school graduation rates is certainly warranted in my description of the local 
area, but it is so intricate that making the data meaningful is challenging. While we may talk about higher 
completion rates for Latinos, for instance, when we look closer at these numbers we find that they have 
dismal scores on the graduation tests—much lower than their white and Asian peers (even though they still 
graduate). This means that while they may complete high school, they are doing so as less prepared to 
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the lowering of standards for graduation and the need to “teach to the test” so that bulk of 
learning and teaching in high school is assessment-oriented and rote performance. 
 The college enrolls approximately 8000 students, of which roughly 3000 are full-
time. Student demographics reflect its surrounding communities: Latino/as and African 
Americans are represented in the highest numbers—the two groups comprise over 50% 
of the student population. Just this year the college received its designation as an 
Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI), and is receiving the corresponding grants as a result. 
Most students come there hoping to transfer to a four-year institution (36%), another 15% 
are seeking a vocational degree (such as nursing, automotive technology, various types of 
medical technician degrees, or culinary arts); however, as many as 25% of students are 
undecided in educational goals when they enter, a factor that the state has linked to low 
degree-completion rates (California Community Colleges Success Network).  
 
D. Research Design and Implementation 
 
Following my research questions, theoretical framework, orientation to qualitative 
research, and the material and logistical limitations of my site and my own teaching load, 
I designed this study in three phases: 
 
 Phase One: Written Survey (22 participants) (April-May 2012) 
 Phase Two: Focus Group Discussions + Individual Interviews (8 participants) 
  (June 2012) 
 Phase Three: Individual In-Depth Case Studies (3 participants) (August 2012- 
  June 2013) [See Figure 2]: 
 
 
 
																																																																																																																																																																					
attend college (if we go by exit exam and GPA alone as a measure of “preparation”), and the more likely to 
be placed into developmental English and Math classes, which are linked to lowered degree-completion 
rates. 
	30 	
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Research design 
Phase	One:	
Survey	22	Participants	Apr-May	2012		 • Survey	asked	30	questions	related	to	broad	domains,	themes	already	in	the	literature,	and	my	research	questions.	Sections	in	the	survey	included:	Language,	Ethnic/Racial	Identity,	History	in	School,	Personal	History		• Participants	met	with	me	to	sign	consent	forms,	(relational)	methodology),	and	completed	the	survey	via	Survey	Monkey	or	online	word	document	• Analysis	of	the	survey	data	provided	background	and	launching	points	for	follow-up	individual	interviews	and	focus	group	questions	in	the	form	of	general	trends,	gaps,	or	new	topics	• Phase	One	also	rePined	my	role	as	a	researcher,	helped	build	relationships	with	partcipants,	and	helped	recruit	participants	for	future	phases	
Phase	Two:		
2	Follow-Up	
Individual	
Interviews	+		2	Focus	Groups/	3	Participants	Each	June	2012	• Semi-structured	interview	method	Video	and	Audio	Recorded	• Results	helped	me:	RePine	the	language	I	used	with	participants	(i.e.,	words	like	identity	and	community	that	were	vague	to	them),	continue	to	rePine	my	role	as	a	researcher	and	my	interviewing	techniques,	and	identify	areas	for	deeper	investigation	in	the	case	studies	• Focus	Groups	also	helped	me	recruit	participants	for	the	case	study	phasee	and	oriented	them	to	the	purpose	and	emphasis	of	the	study	• Participants	enjoyed	the	experience	of	the	focus	group--their	wriitten	rePlections	included	that	it	felt	good	to	share	their	experiences	and	recognize	the	common	themes	between	them,	and	that	it	caused	them	to	think	more	deeply	• Analysis	indicated	the	theme	of	independence,	that	emerged	again		later	in	the	case	studies.		• Focus	Group	Meta-Theme:	"que	no	te	depende	en	nadie"	[don't	depend	on	anyone/don't	have	to	depend	on	anyone]		
					
Phase	Three:		
In-Depth	Case	
Studies	3	Participants	2	semesters		4-6	interviews	per	participant	Aug	2012	-	Jun	2013		Data	Collection:	Semi-Structured	Interview	Method	Literacy	Logs	Literacy	Artifacts	Research	Notes	and	Memos	Analysis:			Detailed	Transcription	Descriptive	Coding	Interpretive	Coding	Multiple	Passes	through	the	Data	IdentiPication	of	Themes	Related	to	Research	Questions	Thematic	Analysis	(cross-checking	themes,	checking	for	signiPicance,)	Meta	-	Theme	for	Each	Participant:		Maria:	"Having	the	Upper	Hand"		Miranda:	"Self-Belief"		Cristina:	'You	Never	Know"										
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On-Going Data Collection (across the three phases) 
 
During all three phases, I was keeping research notes and writing memos, 
reviewing relevant literature, reviewing my data, and collecting publically available 
social and institutional contextual data. Research notes and memos included descriptive 
logging of my personal experiences during and relationship to the research process, notes 
about contextual details around interviews or discussions, tentative reflections and 
observations, and reminders for subsequent work. Dyson and Genishi emphasize that 
“Researchers’ data gathering, analysis, and indeed, eventual write-up of others’ 
experiences are mediated by their own lives (Dyson and Genishi 81). Thus, keeping the 
notes and memos described above	helped me try to stay attuned to the mediated nature of 
my data and to make sure that any claims or conclusions were linked to the limitations of 
the study as I was able to implement it. This was especially important as my role as a 
teacher and my involvement in reform efforts meant that my thinking was deepening and 
my knowledge and learning expanding during the data collection. I wanted to keep track 
of how this thinking was correlating to the data collection process. Also, as Lillis argues, 
researcher notes are as much data that require analysis as that which emerges from the 
participants. Careful and detailed research notes contextualize texts and interviews in a 
specific and immediate socio-historical and material context and help the researcher 
recall and therefore interpret talk transcripts (Dyson and Genishi 2005; Lillis 371). 
Further, I was collecting policy documents and continuing to review literature, but only 
briefly, as I wanted to stay true to the course of the study, letting the data that I was 
collecting guide me. 
 
Phase One: Written Survey, Recruiting Participants, and Collection of Institutional
 and Policy Data 
 
In the first phase of this study, I aimed to get approximately 30 self-identified 
Latina/Hispanic women to answer an anonymous, online, written survey to elicit a range 
of responses to questions related to my research questions. I intended the survey to serve 
as a launching point for subsequent phases and a way to situate myself within some of the 
broader issues related to my research questions that might come up later. 
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My goals in this first phase were as follows:  
 
1. To gain more general data from a range of self-identified Latinas in order to 
  situate the later case studies and to ground my subsequent questions for 
  the focus groups,  
2. To recruit participants for the later phases in a way where the participants 
  already knew me and knew the nature of the study,  
3. To start participants thinking about some of the issues I would be discussing 
  with them later, should they choose to be in later phases of the study, 
4. To get to a diverse group of participants,  
5. To continue to refine the research design and the research questions.  
 
To achieve the above goals, I recruited participants to take the survey by asking faculty 
both in person and via email if I could visit their classes. I aimed for a diverse range of 
classes across departments in the college, and, in the end, visited about 12 classes. Taking 
only a few minutes, I briefly introduced myself, the purpose of the study, and I handed 
out the Invitation to Participate in a Research Study forms to those who were interested 
(see Appendix 1). They could complete the form immediately and hand it back to me, or 
wait and contact me via email or text message. If I was visiting at the end of class, I 
waited outside the classroom to talk further with those who were interested, and had them 
sign the Informed Consent Form. For those who contacted me via the Invitation Form, by 
email or text message, we arranged to meet so they could sign the Informed Consent 
Form (see Appendix 2). I estimated the survey would take them about 30 minutes to 
complete. At the end of the survey, the participants are given the option to be contacted 
for a follow-up interview or focus group discussion, or both, or not to be contacted 
further at all. My end result was 22 surveys. I wanted a diverse group of participants in 
terms of ethnolinguistic and racial identities, immigrant/migrant life histories, forms of 
bilingualism, and so on, which I certainly achieved.  
The survey, which could be completed via Survey Monkey or via a Word 
document over email, asked questions related to the following topics: Language Use, 
Ethnic/Racial Identity and Background, History in School, and Personal History (see 
Appendix 2). The questions were derived from my three larger domains of identity, 
critical literacy, and achievement, and from the literature I was reading and my prior 
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experiences with students. They also were designed to help me recruit a range of 
participants for the later phases of the study. 
This phase was particularly laborious and logistically challenging, but also 
important and rewarding in unexpected ways. Between setting up times with teachers to 
visit classes, trying to attend enough classes so that I could hand out enough Invitation 
forms, arranging meetings to sign consent forms, and so on, I was working hard and 
working constantly (as I was also managing my teaching load). However, it was very 
important to me to make myself and the purpose of the study visible to the participants by 
visiting classes and arranging to meet with them in person to sign forms. I wanted the 
women to know who was doing this study and why it was happening, and to give them an 
opportunity to ask questions about the consent form or the study before participating. As 
word spread on campus that I was doing the study, a few students who hadn’t done so 
before approached me to participate and teachers requested that I visit or replied to my 
request. 
I also encountered a range of responses from faculty and staff. While some were 
excited to hear about the research, others were skeptical of my intentions out of concern 
for their students’ time or vulnerability. One fellow faculty member told me he was tired 
of seeing studies “about how his people were problems” and that focused on their 
deficits. While I carefully explained that my theoretical framework and methodology 
were designed to operate from a “strengths perspective,” as Delgado Bernal calls it, or 
“affirmations perspective” (Knight et. al), he remained skeptical. However, his comment 
stayed with me, reminding me constantly of the politics of my project and my own 
position in relation to my professional community as well as my participants. 
Another profound significance of Phase One was that it allowed me to situate 
myself as a researcher before entering the more in-depth relationship with case study 
participants. I was getting a lot of information about how they (and other faculty and 
staff) perceived me and the study, and, personally, how I wanted to be in relationship to 
my participants. What level of formality did I want to have, for instance? How would I 
explain the study to them in a way that felt understandable yet comprehensive? What 
terms or concepts did they understand and how? This last feature of Phase One ended up 
of more importance than I had envisioned. I was in the position of having to explain my 
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study, my goals, my background and academic situation repeatedly to many people, 
faculty, staff, and students. As I did this, the language I used began to evolve, and I found 
myself reflecting critically on my purposes for the project and how to implement it with 
care.  
In sum, while I entered Phase One thinking that I might get more analytical 
potential out of the survey data than I did in order to inform subsequent phases (per goal 
#1 above), I still was able to get solid background information, which provided the 
launching point for questions in interviews and focus groups. Further, the process of 
implementing the phase had important consequences for shaping my role as a researcher, 
refining the language I used, and sensitized me even more to the women’s lives and ideas 
in a way that helped me move forward. In sum, I felt I reasonably accomplished the five 
goals I set out with.  
During Phase One, I was also collecting broader institutional and social data, 
including the following: relevant data on the college and the local cities it serves: San 
Pablo, Richmond, Pinole, and El Cerrito; institutional information as it relates to my 
study, including college mission statement, Latino-related programs and groups, 
institutional history documents, research data from the California Community Colleges 
Chancellor’s Office, research data on demographics and achievement at the college, and 
data from other state-wide research groups on race, gender, and community college 
achievement, policy documents and Senate Bills related to Community College reform 
and funding, and news releases or other publically released material related to community 
college reform. This collection process was on-going, and pertained to the larger 
implications of this study, in which I put the participants’ perspectives in dialogue with 
the policy debate and public discourse about the racial achievement gap and educational 
reform. 
  
Phase Two: Focus Groups and Individual Follow-Up Interviews 
  
To continue building data related to my four research questions, I decided to do 
focus groups as phase two, before the individual case studies. The broad vision of the 
project was to continuously deepen and make more complex my participant group and 
the data. My decision to do focus groups was to provide a different space for knowledge-
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making intentionally before the case studies in phase three. I wanted participants to 
reflect on and expand/develop their thinking from the survey collaboratively with other 
Latinas. This follows constructivist and post-positivist theories of knowledge as 
inherently negotiated in response to and in conversation with others; it is always 
contingent and contested. Kamberelis and Dimitriadis sum up the multiple purposes of 
focus groups as places where “pedagogy, politics, and interpretive inquiry intersect and 
interanimate each other” (397). Second, I thought that the discussion could help deepen, 
complicate, and expand the data I got in the survey and individual interviews, focus my 
analysis, and therefore refine the interview protocols and data collection for the 
subsequent in-depth case study phase. Third, focus groups help prevent, as Kamberelis 
and Dimitriadis point out, the “premature consolidation of [the researcher’s] 
understanding” (396). So, they can de-center the researcher and intervene early in the 
direction of the study. Critical Race Theorists advocate for this especially, in pointing to 
the colonial history of qualitative research, in which it still "reads" as a metaphor for 
knowledge, power, and truth (Denzin and Lincoln 13). Participants should see themselves 
not just as the source of data, or the object of study, but also as co-creators of knowledge, 
at least to some degree. Fourth, I was concerned throughout the project, as I mentioned 
above, that even in some small way, this project was reciprocal—that participation in this 
project gave something back to the women who cared enough to involve themselves.  
So, I saw the focus groups as an opportunity for Latinas to share experiences and 
strategies for success since I had framed this study in terms of academic achievement, or 
the strengths that Latinas bring to their college careers in order to succeed. Often, I have 
found, students don’t see their resources as strengths, nor do they recognize the depth of 
their strength and courage or understand the smaller achievements they have made in 
pursuit of their larger goals. Finally, building on the above, focus groups are a method 
tied to the rhetorical nature of knowledge. So not only might the knowledge generated be 
different in a focus group versus a one-on-one interview but it will also be represented 
differently because I will no longer be the only audience for their narratives of and 
theories of their experiences. This emphasis on the intimate relationship between culture, 
identity, and language means that I wanted to create a space (as much as possible) where 
private/ home/ community languages are privileged so that ways of knowing and making 
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meaning can be expressed. My role, then, was to build on this emic naming and 
theorizing as I progress to the third phase. In sum, I saw the focus group phase as 
consisting of five main intersecting goals: 
 
1. Create a space for collaborative knowledge-making, 
2. Expand, deepen, and refine data from the surveys; allow for participant  
  reflection on data, 
3. Decenter the researcher to prevent premature conclusions and allow new 
  directions or a different emphasis on what is significant or salient; 
4. Encourage solidarity and community-building; create a space for making 
  knowledge about their lives and the institution; 
5. Access the rhetorical nature of knowledge—privilege home languages, create a
 space for the emergence of “emic” naming and translation of my terms; build on
 their language to inform my further work.  
(Adapted from Denzin and Lincoln; Kamberelis and Dimitriadis; Knight, 
  et. al;) 
 
Thus, in Phase Two, I contacted participants who, at the end of their completed surveys, 
expressed interest in an individual interview or focus group discussion. I gave 
participants the option of a focus group discussion and individual interview or just the 
individual interview to give them more agency in negotiating their participation in the 
study (as I mentioned above, they could also say not to be contacted again). I had a total 
of two focus groups, each consisting of three women (for a total of 6) and 2 follow-up 
individual interviews, and two individual interviews. All three subsequent case study 
participants ended up coming from the focus groups. Focus group discussions and 
interviews were both video- and audio-taped. The focus groups lasted 2 hours each and 
the individual interviews 1 hour each. (See Appendix for Informed Consent Forms and 
Survey). 
 I asked both pre-formulated questions about their responses to the survey that 
addressed my research questions and more open-ended questions that were designed to 
allow them to raise other issues of significance. However, the focus groups really focused 
on questions #1a and #1b, #2, #3, and #4. (See Appendix for Interview Protocols). 
Examples of the questions I asked are as follows: 
 
Morgan: What I’m interested in is a lot of people on the survey talked about friends being 
really important to them in terms of getting answers to questions about college because 
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their parents couldn’t answer a lot of questions…can you talk about that experience? And 
who else has been important to help you or figure the process out? [Focus Group 1 
6.7.12] 
 
At other times, I would ask questions that reflect back to them what they had been 
discussing, but leave it open for comment. For example: 
 
 Morgan: We were talking about culture and somehow we got into religion… 
 
 J: I think that’s the biggest thing that most Hispanics— 
 
Mi: Yeah it relates to everyone— 
  
 J: That’s how you know if someone is Hispanic. [Focus Group 1 6.12.12] 
 
Or, I asked very open-ended questions that built on their responses on the survey but that 
allowed them to take the conversation where they felt it was most important: 
 
Morgan: What about your family? Do you see your family as being a major priority…or 
your own independence…or…? [Focus Group 1 6.12.12] 
 
Finally, in other cases I would ask a question and then refine it to direct toward one of the 
key terms in my research questions. So, for instance, I asked: 
 
Morgan: What was it like in high school, having multiple languages? Was it a strength 
for you, or…how did it affect you? 
 
In response to this question, the women initially talked a lot about actual practices: what 
specific language experiences or events they struggled with, testing, specific kinds of 
assignments, etc. So, to extend these answers and connect them more to my research 
questions about histories of participation and attitudes, I asked: “do you think [having 
multiple languages] affected your confidence?” [Focus Group 1]. This got them talking 
further about their attitude toward their multilingualism.  
Throughout this phase, I was also learning about myself as an interviewer. The 
above is one example where I reflected later on how my word choices limited their 
responses. In the above example, I used the word “confidence,” thereby limiting or 
shaping their response more than I wanted to, whereas I should have asked: “how did 
speaking multiple languages affect you?” and left it at that. I was thus learning how to 
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ask more focused versus more open-ended questions. I was also learning how much I 
wanted to focus or re-direct discussion and when; how much and when to engage more 
dialogically and when to take a more formal approach; how to take notes and keep track 
of responses while also being engaged in the conversation in a way where I was present 
and responsive, and so on.  
At the end of the discussion, I gave the participants 15-20 minutes to write any 
thoughts or reflections. I had conceived of private writing out of respect for the fact that a 
discussion doesn’t always allow for “equal” talk nor do people want to share everything 
that they’re thinking with a group. It also provides a space for immediate responses to the 
conversation—either ideas or feelings that they did not have the chance to say in the time 
limit of the discussion.  
My goals for the focus groups were high, and, afterward, I thought they were 
largely met, with some areas for improvement were I to do them again. On the one hand, 
the discussion was at times collaborative, in that the women did build on each others’ 
knowledge-making and they were sharing and expressing commonalities and differences 
in their experiences (goal #1). They would expand on or respond to each others’ ideas. 
Also, the discussion was rewarding and positive for them. In their reflective writing, all 
of the women said that they thought it was a good experience—that they liked hearing 
about others’ experiences and talking about personal things, and they felt comfortable 
sharing their ideas, and that participating helped them feel connected to their goals. 
Others also highlighted some of the deeper, “feminist affirmations” that Knight, et. al. 
spoke to regarding building solidarity and empowering them to make sense of their own 
experiences (goal #4). Samples of their reflective writing include (underlining is mine):    
  
“After coming to this group discussion I felt very comfortable because even 
though I thought I kind of knew or heard so much about how there is other 
students who might have the same struggles as I do with family or financial and 
just any other situation that gets in the way during college it made me feel that 
I’m not the only one” (J) 
 
“I really found everything about this study really interesting. I’ve even found 
myself restating some of the questions you’ve asked me to different people I 
know just to see their opinion…You have also even made me more interested in 
maybe even considering Latino diversity as a study for myself. The particular 
importance for me was the fact that you asked me many questions based on things 
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that as me being a colored Latina people never noticed. It made me feel good that 
someone actually cared and is working on making a change. Thank you so much 
for everything!” (G) 
 
“I liked being part of this discussion and hearing peoples thoughts and beliefs, it 
reminded me why am I pushing myself to complete my education.” (K) 
 
 
These reflections show that the women did feel solidarity with each other, took comfort 
in sharing experiences and felt more motivated and connected to their goals. As Gina’s 
comment also shows, research-as-pedagogy manifested for her, as she opened herself up 
to the idea that this kind of study might be something she would want to do. Gina also 
felt I was an ally to her in her struggle as a Latina of African descent since this was the 
first time she felt able to talk to someone about it. Gina continued talking about this in 
our individual interview, where she also expressed her difference from other Latina’s and 
her struggle to find community; however, she moved out of the area and couldn’t 
continue in the case study phase (despite wanting to). Gina’s comment shows the 
significance of racialization in relation to Latina identity and experiences, which I will 
address in Chapter 7.  
On the other hand, I noticed several ways in which the power differential 
continued to impact the focus groups in ways that deserve consideration in future design.  
While the participants would sometimes engage with each other or each others’ answers, 
they often waited for my questions and then answered one at a time. They also expressed 
concern about whether they had answered my question correctly or if they had helped me 
get at what I wanted to know. I clearly was not “decentered,” at least in the interview 
dynamic itself; however, I still let them take the conversation in directions that I didn’t 
anticipate, listening as honorably as I could as they talked and shared. Also, while in their 
reflective writing they said they enjoyed the experience and it felt good to talk with other 
Latinas, some women still also felt vulnerable, not only to me but to the entire experience 
of being in an interview situation and in front of the other women in the group. For 
instance, during the first focus group discussion, I asked: “Do, you have any questions for 
me or for the group?” To which Juana responded:  
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J: Well, I have one question about the survey…I didn’t answer it because I didn’t 
understand…” [Everyone starts nodding as in agreement]...I tried translating it myself 
into Spanish but I still didn’t know what it meant. 
 
[I had given each of them a copy of their completed survey before the discussion started, 
so she opened it up and pointed to the page: It was a question about belonging to multiple 
communities.] 
 
Mi: I thought you meant like [names particular cities]… 
 
J: Yeah, I thought you meant like, where do I live… 
 
[We go on to talk about what I intended with the question and what better words I could 
use, if any. I also explained that the questions didn’t have right or wrong answers. They 
were open to interpretation.] 
 
J:  “That was my only question, what does that mean...right now I was asking myself, 
should I ask her? [meaning me]. Or no?” 
  
Mo: Were you worried I’d be offended? 
  
J: I just thought they might know [gesturing toward the other two] and I don’t … It [the 
survey] really made me think about things…So…it just had me thinking. [Focus Group 1 
6.7.12] 
 
Juana felt, at least in some way, disadvantaged by the experience of both answering 
questions in the survey and talking in front of a group, despite my idea that the focus 
group was going to be the place where they felt like they were more likely to share 
similar experiences. However, this same vulnerability was also evidence and information 
where I was able to question my own language (goal #5). The language I was using in the 
survey was foreign to her not because it was English or Spanish or because she didn’t 
understand the words but because she just didn’t understand what I meant. These lessons 
about terms were informative to me throughout the study. Words like “identity” and 
“community” were not clear to my participants. I learned to ask them follow-up questions 
or ask for concrete examples to help them express their thoughts on these topics. 
Facilitating the focus groups sensitized me to the language I was using and how it 
intersected with their realities, and gave me interviewing techniques that I would use later 
in the case studies. Thus, I think it did some “decentering” for me from the standpoint of 
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enabling more “emic” naming and preventing me from looking at the study through my 
language exclusively.  
In sum, I was grounding and situating my later case studies (Phase Three), and 
learning what was important to the women and how they were describing their own 
realities. I also was learning a lot during Phase One and Phase Two about myself as a 
researcher, my relationships with participants and with the larger community, my 
interview methods and research practices, and the language I was using. Reflecting back, 
I should have done a pilot of the survey and then refined the questions based on feedback 
I got from that test group. That would have allowed me to hone the language in such a 
way that I didn’t confuse the participants. That said, the focus groups still gave me a 
chance to accomplish more of my goals while giving the women an experience that, for 
all of them, seemed overall to be very positive.  
 
Phase Three: In-Depth Case Studies 
  
 My goal in Phase Three was to gain rich and complex narratives that positioned 
the women as theorizers of their own experiences related to my four research questions. 
So, following Phase Two, I contacted all of the participants who had indicated on their 
survey or in focus groups or individual interviews that they would be interested in 
participating in the in-depth case study phase of the project. I knew that I wanted a 
diverse group of women in the case study phase, and my only requisite was that they had 
attended at last some high school in the local area. I wanted this consistency in history of 
institutional influence so that the diversity of their experience was revealed despite 
having gone to the same high schools for at least part of their lives. I was also aiming for 
at least some who had also participated in the focus groups, but I couldn’t be sure of their 
continued participation given their busy lives. I initially had responses from four of the 
participants, (all who had been part of the focus groups), but one ended up moving away 
from the area. The remaining three, Maria, Miranda, and Cristina, all wanted to 
participate. I was able to meet with them as follows: 
 
 Maria: 6 interviews for a total of 7 hours (October 2012-June 2013) 
 Miranda: 6 interviews for a total of 7 hours (September 2012-June 2013) 
 Cristina: 4 interviews for a total of 5 hours (January 2013-June 2013) 
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As indicated above, both Maria and Miranda could participate for the duration of the 
academic year (2012-2013). Cristina ended up not being able to participate in the Fall of 
2012, due to her responsibilities juggling work, her son, and school, but she stayed in 
touch with me, and I with her, and she continued to express interest in the project. We 
were finally able to meet four times in Spring of 2013.  
 
The in-depth case study was designed to elicit participants’ accounts in relation to 
their experiences and academic literacy practices.  
 
The case studies consisted of the following data collection methods: 
 
1. An initial semi-structured interview. In this initial interview, which lasted 
approximately two hours, I continued to discuss with participants the research questions, 
my tentative reflections on the data from the survey, interviews, and focus groups. I 
explained what the ensuing case study entailed, including how to keep a literacy log and 
collect documents and texts related to their literacy practices. I video- and audio-recorded 
all interviews using my laptop and phone (as a backup). 
 
2. A Literacy Log, in which participants record information about their literacy practices. 
I asked them to log their activities, thoughts, and feelings in relation to the writing that 
they do for college purposes (see Appendix 8 for Literacy Log Instructions). Also, my 
open-ended approach to the literacy log means that while I asked participants to log 
literacy practices and collect artifacts related to academic writing assignments, I didn’t 
restrict the focus of the log. As Knight et. al. found in their study of Latina adolescent 
literacies and identities, the young women, when given the opportunity, created their own 
research methods based on what they considered meaningful and effective in relation to 
their lives and contexts, making them effective co-researchers. The authors argue a 
feminist methodology requires being open to and acting on and incorporating the theories 
and practices of the participants (2006). Following this open-ended and more cooperative 
approach, I encouraged them to log and collect anything they felt significant to their 
identities, critical literacies, and/or academic achievement. I also encouraged the women 
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to use audio or visual elements as part of their literacy log (Lillis 2008; Hamilton 
“Expanding” 2000; Prior and Shipka 2003). I suggested they could use their smart phone, 
for instance to take pictures or to record themselves. I also offered to lend them a small 
tape recorder if they didn’t want to use their smart phone. However, none of the 
participants used this option—both Maria and Miranda preferred to write all their entries 
and Cristina didn’t use her log at all. 
 
The instructions for the literacy log were as follows: 
 
Instructions for Literacy Log: 
 
A literacy log is like a journal or diary that you keep in relation to the writing that you do. I am most 
interested in your activities, thoughts, and feelings in relation to the writing that you do for college 
purposes. This can include your coursework and any type of writing you do for scholarships, student 
groups, applications, etc, and to take notes or study for classes. As part of the log, you want to collect all 
the texts related to your writing—drafts, notes, emails, assignment instructions, teacher comments, text 
messages, tutor comments, etc. If you print out copies of something, like an email, I will reimburse you for 
those costs. 
 
In your log, keep track of the day and time of your activities, and what you are doing. You can keep track 
of such things as: where and how you are accomplishing the writing task, who you’ve talked to about it, 
what you think and/or how you’re feeling about it, and anything you’ve read or remember that relates to it. 
You can use your smartphone (if you have one) to record your voice and/or take pictures of where you’re 
writing or what you’re writing about. Pictures can really help your memory later on too. 
 
You can keep in mind the ideas we discussed in our previous interviews around identities, critical literacies, 
and academic achievement. However, you may log anything that is significant or meaningful to you as you 
keep track of your writing: any dominant feelings or thoughts.  
 
Finally, as I described, this log is open-ended, so, in addition to college-related writing, you can any other 
texts, conversations, ideas, and so on that you consider really significant.  
 
Figure 2: Instructions for literacy log 
 
My open-ended approach did result in the participants using the log in different ways, 
which in fact both informed and reflected their relationship to their academics and 
identities. Maria diligently kept her log by describing the assignments she was working 
on—she had many, regular entries over the course of the year. She focused exclusively 
on her academics, writing regular entries about her assignments, although she did use the 
log to document her feelings about the personal statement she was working on during Fall 
semester for her application to Berkeley. This reflected her primarily school-oriented 
identity position (which emerged from our interviews as well, and came to be a dominant 
theme in my analysis) and the predominance of her academics to her life. Miranda 
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initially used the log to record her thoughts, feelings, and process related to her written 
assignments, but soon the log turned into more of a diary, in which she started talking to 
herself or expressing to herself her experiences (rather than me as the implicit audience, 
as in Maria’s log). Miranda said that she found this change both empowering and helpful 
for her to process her feelings—she wanted to continue keeping a diary. Again, this 
mirrored Miranda’s experience of personal development and increasing self-awareness 
and “self-belief” that, for her, characterized her educational journey. Cristina did not end 
up using the log at all, but she would consistently bring her binder of course materials for 
us to discuss.  
During our interviews, I would ask to see their literacy log and the assignments 
they had brought me. As I mentioned, sometimes they would bring their entire binder and 
pull out materials for us to look at. Sometimes they would forget to bring anything, and at 
other times they hadn’t had any substantive written assignments since our last interview. 
If they had written log entries related to these materials, I would read the log entry out 
loud and ask follow up questions as I looked at the materials. I would also revisit their 
log, the materials, and my interview notes before the next interview so I could ask 
follow-up questions. Since I had also made a list of new questions to ask or new topics to 
discuss, I would make sure to ask those as well. 
Since my main concern with literacy had to do with academic literacy in its 
broadest sense, including strategies for accomplishing academic literacy tasks—my 
questions related to their assignments focused on: 
 
• How they conceptualized the task. 
• How they accomplished the task. 
• Where they learned how to accomplish the task. (ie what prior literacy 
strategies or histories of participation were they drawing on to complete 
it?) 
• How they felt about the task.  
 
I did this following the idea that texts and contexts are in a dialectical relationship. Prior 
research has found that peoples’ worldviews, histories, and institutional and social 
contexts can all intersect with such writing practices as approach to the writing process, 
understandings of what writing is, attitudes toward and feelings about writing, choices 
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about the relationship between writing and learning, understandings of plagiarism, 
credibility, and authority, and so on (Prior; Sternglass; Herrington and Curtis). Adding to 
this, and following David Barton, Banuelos, Canagarajah, Lillis, Prior, I also put the use 
of these features in dialogue with participants’ own sense-making (or epistemology), and 
life-history or life-ecology, by recursive (or cyclical) interviewing and intertextual 
analysis within their individual corpus.  
 
3. Collection of texts related to writing assignments: I asked them also to collect written 
work related to college assignments (drafts, lecture or other notes, emails, final essays, 
etc.) and publicly available documents related to those assignments (assignment sheets, 
grading forms, etc.) and bring these to our meetings, where I made copies and gave them 
back the originals. Again, given participants’ working definition of identities and critical 
literacies, I encouraged them to collect any related materials they think are significant to 
their assignments. All three generally brought their whole binder, where they had kept 
notes and handouts and we would talk through those together. This actually worked well, 
since they often had a copy of the assignment description for us to talk through. 
However, I was not able to collect many substantive essay-writing assignments from 
them. This was because they were either a) taking courses that required other kinds of 
assignments, like exams, lab reports, journals, or brief, one-page “reports,” on a subject 
from class or the textbook, or b) at times they might forget to bring a longer writing 
assignment. I detail in each case study chapter the kinds of materials I did collect and 
how we worked with them. 
 
4. 4-6 more semi-structured interviews, 1 hour each, including what I considered to be a 
final interview, where I was more intentional about expressing to them some of my initial 
interpretations to get their feedback.  
 
Interviewing methods: Following a semi-structured method, I designed the interviews to 
be both focused yet open. I initially began each interview with some general chatting and 
loose conversation: I’d ask them how they were doing, what was going on, what 
questions they might have for me, etc. Often this would take us somewhere important and 
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I would follow that. Then, I would ask follow up questions from our previous interview. I 
followed up recursively where:  
 
a) I was unclear on the meaning of their statement,  
b) I wanted a deeper description of their thinking or theorizing about the
 information, 
c) I wanted to extend the topic to relate it to other domains 
d) I wanted to ask about how their statement might relate to what other
 participants had said (i.e., “in a conversation with another participant, she
 mentioned”… “do you think that is important?” or  “do you think that also
 explains…) 
e) I wanted to check my interpretation of what they had said.  
 (See Appendix 7 for Interview Protocols).  
 
Throughout the interviews I continued to make comments like: “I noticed you talked last 
time a lot about…” and then asked them to comment on my observation. Or, “last time 
we talked about … and I’m interested in…Does anything else come to mind for you 
about …?” I saw this as a way of helping me figure out if the data that was beginning to 
be significant in my own mind was also significant to them and this data deepened in 
complexity and/or was strongly reinforced in subsequent conversation. 
Some examples are as follow from my interviews with Maria: 
 
Mo: The way I interpreted it [her volunteer work] is that there was a pressure on 
you to talk about your community and volunteer and give back to your 
community. Did you feel that there was pressure to do that?  
 
Ma: In a way, yes. But in a way…I don’t want to have my whole academics be 
around volunteer work. It really depends on my career path or what I want to do. I 
don’t see myself being in community service or doing that kind of enrichment 
because I’m not that kind of person. […] [Interview 6.24.13] 
 
Here, in checking my interpretation with her, she is able to re-frame or re-focus the 
significance of her relation to her tutoring and volunteering from my focus on feeling 
pressured to her focus on her career-oriented identity position and her academics.  
In another interview, I referred back to her answer about identity on the survey in 
order to follow up: 
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Mo: On the survey I had asked: “do you feel that your identity has changed being 
in college—has anything changed in terms of understanding who you are or what 
your identity means to you?  
 
Ma: Do you mean in terms of being Latina or just in general? 
 
Mo: It’s an open-ended question—you can put it together how you want.  
 
Ma: Well, I didn’t know what high school was. I just thought, get good grades and 
get into college. But… [Interview 11-30-12] 
 
Maria is able to focus my open-ended question about identity in relation to school; it’s 
her starting place for how to talk about who she is. So, in letting her determine the focus 
of an identity question, I am able to understand that, for Maria, her school-oriented 
identity position [and eventually her family-oriented one would be intertwined with this] 
is of profound significance in her history, attitudes, practices and strategies, a finding that 
is reinforced throughout the data. In later interviews with her I also checked this 
understanding, or the significance of this identity-position with her. 
 
5. Research notes and memos, which included my observations and reflections on the 
research process and data, details on the context of the interviews and data collection, 
plans and questions for subsequent interviews, tentative interpretations, initial 
connections to my theoretical framework, and so on. After each interview, I took notes 
reflecting on the interview. Then, to prepare for the next one, I listened to the previous 
interviews, did a loose transcription, took notes, and prepared questions. I also made sure 
to take notes on my interviewing practices to remind myself about what I wanted to do 
differently or what I thought was going well in terms of my interviewing method. Finally, 
I sent regular memos to my advisor in which I explained what was happening, shared 
data sets, observations, analysis samples, and tentative interpretations for feedback. 
 
E. An Ethical and Caring Approach: Positioning Myself as a Caring Listener 
 
At every level of this study, from conceptualization to implementation to analysis 
and even this final writing process, my concern for my participants’ well-being was 
paramount. I know how busy the lives of community college students are, and how 
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precarious their academic success can be—not because of “lack of preparedness” as the 
common refrain often goes—but because they don’t have enough time, money, or space 
to do their work thoroughly. I was thus very mindful of how I would be able to conduct 
the in-depth research I wanted to do while compensating them materially, personally, and 
academically in ways that they benefitted, at least in some way, by participating in the 
project. In the logistics of the study, I was determined to remain responsive to the needs 
of the participants first and foremost. I offered multiple ways to engage in the project by 
offering the chance to participate in as many phases as they wanted. As I developed the 
relationship with my in-depth case study participants in particular, I responded to their 
scheduling needs as a first priority. We exchanged phone numbers so we could text back 
and forth around scheduling, which I found to be both the easiest and most effective way 
to communicate with them. Especially on the day of an interview or close to that day, 
they could cancel last minute if necessary, and reschedule immediately. I also reminded 
them often that they were not obliged to continue the project if they felt at all that it was 
impacting their lives in a negative way or taking time away from other things.  
This ethic further extended to the kind of relationship I had with my participants 
and the way I conducted the semi-structured interviews. I attended to the ways that I 
played multiple roles and the ways that these roles changed and evolved. I was, at various 
times, researcher, teacher, woman, mentor.10 During the year-long case studies, I paid 
careful attention to this aspect of the project. At times, I allowed our conversations to 
follow their concerns, disregarding my pre-planned questions. If they had an urgent issue 
or problem that they wanted to talk about, I listened, and offered a perspective or 
information if appropriate, knowing that my role as a teacher in the college meant that I 
might be able to help in some way. I did this, however, while always being mindful of the 
distance required of me in my multiple roles as teacher and researcher. If I felt they 
needed to get expert advice, I would encourage them to talk to a counselor or teacher. I 
also was careful to simply listen—often they would get emotional or be struggling with a 
deeply personal problem or challenge—and, I would allow them to talk through it. 
During these times, I tried to offer a supportive listening environment by not asking 																																																								
10 None of the participants were my current students, but I was a teacher at the college (which they knew) 
and one case study participant had been a student of mine a year before the study began.  
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questions but echoing back to them the difficulty they were experiencing, affirming their 
struggle and their ability to move forward despite it, and trying to offer kindness and 
gentle encouragement without getting too personal or offering specific advice I wasn’t 
equipped to give. This approach, while not drawn from, echoes the work of Nel 
Noddings, who suggests that an ethic of care requires that the carer is attentive, adopts a 
listening mode first and foremost, and is interested in the expressed needs of the “cared-
for” not the assumed needs. She also emphasizes that the goal of any dialogue or 
relationship is to sustain the “caring relation” (2012). This is where we attempt to create 
space for kindness and compassion in ways that allow others to “become” realized more 
fully within the relationship. While Nodding points to a “carer” and “cared-for,” I would 
also suggest that there is a dialectic here; my participants often were very caring toward 
me as well. Miranda, in particular, was very concerned for me, commenting on how tired 
I was, asking about my life, about how I was feeling, and even now she still emails me to 
see how I’m doing and to tell me about her life. During a couple of interviews 
participants we found ourselves crying, (having shared life experiences with each other), 
reflecting, I think, the empathic relationship we had developed. In addition, my caring 
and listening approach is a political act that legitimizes and affirms their lived realities 
over the goals of my research project. Listening is a principle way to begin dismantling 
white privilege, which often seeks, in a dialogue, to direct or dominate a conversation by 
making meaning of others’ experiences (Ratcliffe; Royster), thereby establishing a 
dominant narrative as a form othering. While never able to dismantle or eliminate the 
power dynamic here, in building a relationship of trust, listening, and seeking 
interpretations from the women in my stud , I hoped to have attended to power and 
privilege as best I could. 
 
F. The Role of the Researcher: Representation and Methodology 
  
 Lincoln and Denzin argue that qualitative research has always been a “metaphor 
for colonial knowledge, for power, and for truth” (1). They describe the “investigative 
mentality” that has implicated research in a “racist project” since its inception (2). I did 
my utmost to engage these issues, directly and ethically. This means I need to theorize 
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my position, which Kamberelis and Dimitriadis describe as: “… always already 
relational, political, and ethical. There is no privileged place from which to experience 
and report on experiences objectively—only positions in dialogue” (395). To every extent 
possible, I present my findings here as a narrative of the research (Herrington and Curtis; 
Prior) in order that my presence as a researcher is visible to the reader. Bishop, like Prior 
and Herrington and Curtis, argues that the researcher make herself visible: “It is more 
honest and accurate,” Bishop writes, “to admit to our creations, combinations, adaptions, 
and inventions because this is how we actually make knowledge” (17). By 
contextualizing my data within the turns of conversation during the interviews and by 
describing my own research story and process I hope that the reader, also, is positioned to 
make better judgments and form interpretations that enable interactive reading and 
judgment as to the worthiness of my analysis. 
 Who I am—a white woman, English teacher at the host institution, dominant 
English speaker and writer, non-native Californian, U.S. citizen, professed feminist—
influences this project on every level. While I studied Spanish extensively in high school, 
college, and graduate school, lived and worked in Central and South America (over two 
years total), and taught in schools with majority Latino/a and other marginalized 
populations, I am not a cultural insider, and I have much to learn about the particular 
communities in the Bay Area. In this research context, I am positioned as the white 
teacher, and I attend to the ways that my role shapes the project, my relationships, and 
my writing, in the ways I described above. I shaped the analysis process within an 
interpretive paradigm that is also a political one. I attended to my relationship with my 
participants, which I will also describe more below, and I aimed to de-center myself and 
to allow participants to be in the position of theorizers about their own experiences, 
practices, and attitudes. For instance, I often would follow their lead in interviews, I use 
their exact language as much as possible, I used an emic process to inform my analysis of 
themes, and I checked my interpretations with them as much as I could. (See data 
analysis section for more on this).  
Further, following Critical Race Theorists and Latina Feminists who argue that 
theory and research require a commitment to social justice, I adopted an activist stance 
toward the research, the participants, and the hosting institution. As I see it, an activist 
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stance not only holds me accountable that the participants in this study benefit from their 
participation but it also holds me accountable for the knowledge that gets produced here 
and the perspectives and experiences the women have shared. I have an obligation to 
share that knowledge with others in my profession when relevant or helpful, (while of 
course protecting the identities of my participants and not making broad generalizations), 
in my various positions of privilege within the college, and across the state at the 
conferences I attend regarding community college reform.  
 
G. The Researcher: How My Experience Shaped the Project  
   
When I began the research, I was in my third semester teaching at the college; I 
had taught for three years previously at both other community colleges in the same 
district. I taught mainly developmental English (or college preparatory English), and 
transfer-level composition, always using a curriculum focused on cultural analysis: 
particularly, power, education, race, gender, and multilingualism. In order to help inform 
this project, I designed a curriculum for my English 142B Developmental English course 
at Contra Costa based around a reader I created titled: Literacy, Language, and Power in 
the U.S. Via this curriculum and critical pedagogy, I heard many stories of struggle and 
success, and the ways that peoples’ individual goals, histories, attitudes, and literacy and 
language practices intersect with broader structures and discourses of power. Students 
often talked about how these broader structures and discourses worked ambivalently for 
them: that is, they can hinder students’ progress or marginalize their identities and 
language practices, (for instance, linguistic discrimination), while also, for some, 
providing the impetus for resistance, as minoritized peoples use negative stereotypes as a 
means of motivation (Cavazos Jr., et. al. 2010).  
During the data collection, analysis, and writing phases, I was hired full-time at a 
community college in the same district. I was traveling back and forth between schools to 
conduct interviews, and, during the writing phase, splitting my time between all my 
obligations. To mitigate this, I did the best I could to keep detailed research memos and 
revisit my data consistently. I was also involved in a state-wide reform effort in which we 
were creating and piloting new English pathways to better serve students. Hence, my 
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approach to the project and the implementation and analysis are all contexualized and 
influenced by this work. As I established in Chapter One, I don’t come to this from a 
politically neutral perspective; I come wanting to put these women’s perspectives and 
practices in dialogue with the broader reform efforts in California related to “remedial” 
education, degree-completion, pathway design, and student support services. Being part 
of these reform efforts and attending many conferences definitely influenced the way I 
framed, interpreted, and interacted with my participants and the data here.    
 
H. Data Analysis 
My data analysis occurred in two overlapping and recursive modes: a more 
descriptive mode, and a more interpretive mode. Naturally, there is not a firm distinction 
between these two, so they were interdependent. As I made multiple passes through each 
individual case study participants’ data, I would refine my codes, and make tentative 
interpretive moves, which would cause me to revisit other data, review my memos again, 
and so on. In this analysis phase, I used an emergent orientation and grounded approach 
(Charmaz) in which I generated the codes and themes through the analysis of my data 
rather than from a particular theoretical frame or body of literature. I stayed close to the 
data, went in-depth, and tried to stay true to the participants’ language and accounts, and 
let my analytical handles emerge from there.  
 
The following describes my analysis processes: 
 
1. During the data collection phase of the in-depth case studies (Fall 2012-Spring 2013), I 
did loose transcription of the interviews, basically summarizing the conversation. I also 
started to generate general, descriptive codes. I considered this an “initial coding” 
(Charmaz) or “open coding” (Rogers) process in which I was mainly trying to label the 
topics we were covering and create broad, descriptive categories for me to help manage 
the data and begin to create data sets.  These codes included such general labels as: 
“Gender Role, “Academic Literacy Strategy” or “History with Schooling.” Following 
Charmaz, these codes were essentially labels that attempt to summarize, categorize, and 
account for the data (43).  
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2. Comprehensive and Detailed Transcription (done entirely myself): After the study was 
completed, I transcribed word-for-word each interview (see Appendix 12 for 
Transcription Conventions). I transcribed approximately 24 hours of interviews. I did this 
to get closer to the data, to pay careful attention to the way the women explained their 
ideas, and to tune in closely to the language they used. I also wanted to pay attention to 
the relationship between my questions and the participants’ answers (in the interview 
data). I wanted to make sure I was attending to the ways that my questions or our 
interchange affected their answers, again thinking of this data a negotiation of meaning as 
we interacted and dialogued rather than an objective representation of their truth.  
I paid particular attention as well to the open-ended questions I would ask, since 
these were places I considered significant since this is where the women were 
determining the direction or focus or meaning rather than myself. For instance, I would 
ask, “what do you think is the most significant thing that happened to you this semester?” 
Or, “so, what does success mean to you?” For example, in this interview with Maria, we 
were talking about why she wanted to go to UC Berkeley, which in part was because she 
wanted to stay close to her family, which had been the focus of our conversation up to 
this point. Then I asked: 
 
Mo: Do you think there’s anything else that’s really significant when you think 
about what motivates you?” 
 
Ma: “Mainly the reason what motivates me is just like trying to get out of where 
we are. Like, just trying to be, um, better. I don’t want to be stumped in a place. I 
want to move forward. … [Interview 6.24.13] 
 
While Maria was concerned with staying close to her family in terms of choosing a 
college, which was a motivating factor in terms of her direct college choices, in my 
broader question about motivation, she focuses on her desire to improve her family’s 
living conditions and therefore “move forward” their overall lives. In this questioning 
pattern, is revealed her deeper motivation regarding college, achievement, and her life, 
which I then paid particular attention to when I was developing my analysis, and 
eventually my overarching theme for Maria. Thus, I paid close attention during the 
transcription process to both the content of the data and the ways that the data became 
“visible.”  
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I also kept track of my observations and initial thinking in reaction to the data in 
research notes to myself after stretches of transcription.  
A sample research note is as follows, which I later revisited to write up as a memo 
to my advisor: 
 
Here Miranda sets up a theme that seems to continue throughout our 
interviews…at the forefront of her experience of her education is personal growth 
and development, her sense of self in relation to her family, school and friends, all 
of which are integrated, for her [different than Maria??] and, more symbolically, 
college and her career. Her growing understanding of her identity as a student, her 
purposes for school, her relationship to achievement (see June Interview)…later 
she describes a significant moment in her semester being a friend’s suicide...her 
personal life appears consistently significant…? [Research Notes 9.21.13] 
 
Figure 3: Sample research note 
In the note, I am observing a theme, and possible connection both to other stretches of 
data and to other participants, but I don’t make any conclusions yet. I generally 
transcribed an entire interview (a one-hour session), and I would then revisit that to do an 
descriptive coding process first, then, later the more interpretive coding (see below), all 
the while taking notes, and revisiting notes. The analysis process therefore was very 
recursive and on-going.  
 
3. As I was transcribing the interview data as I described above, I developed and refined 
the descriptive codes, adding sub-codes, and creating more data sets as I made more 
passes over the data both from the interviews and from the literacy logs and writing 
assignments I was able to collect (see Appendix 13 for the final Code Tree). During this 
phase, I continued generating the codes to describe and label data in a way that would 
help me account for all of the data; so, while the large majority of the codes related 
directly related to my four research questions (since the interviews and literacy log data 
were focused mainly on these issues), a few codes were labels for other topics that came 
up in our interviews. I also created codes to label the data in ways that would help me 
revisit it in my more interpretive pass over the data. So, for example, I used a code for 
“emotion” to help describe topics for which participants were especially emotionally 
invested, and I could then link those emotional moments over the course of the year-long 
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interviews while also seeing which topics were trending as emotional for them 
consistently. As I did this, as I mentioned above, I was writing research notes for myself 
and memos for my advisor, and I would revisit previous data sets to do more detailed 
coding.  
For instance, during this recursive process, my initial descriptive code “Academic 
Literacy Strategies” got more refined as I went through the data, at first including such 
practices as “Reading Textbooks,” “Writing Lab Reports,” or “Taking Notes” to 
eventually expand to include “Studying Alone” or “Studying in Groups,” “Asking for 
Help,” and, beyond this, codes related to identity position or motivation, as the concepts 
in my research questions began to intersect. So, while my first pass might only have been 
labeled “Lab Report,” in subsequent passes, I found that practice included a whole set of 
not just practices but relationships, prior experiences, or identity positions that were, for 
them, inseparable from completing an assignment.  
To illustrate, in a stretch of data focusing on doing her Lab Reports for Biology, 
Maria also talked a lot about the teacher, what he expected, and how his attitude toward 
them would make her feel. When I initially coded this as “Lab Reports,” I later went back 
to add “Teacher-Oriented Identity Position,” and “Barriers to Success”: 
 
 
[We are talking about her struggle to do her lab report because she didn’t “know 
how to put the whole lab together” that she talked about in her literacy log]: 
 
Ma: “Yeah he’s very specific—whatever he wanted I’d have to read carefully the 
directions. I don’t want to do something that’s not his way and I get a low score 
for something. […] He would always tell us in Bio 110, you have to grow a tough 
skin […] But I would remember taking Biology a little too seriously sometimes I 
would think, what if Biology isn’t for me? Sometimes you would fail at 
something or not do as well as you wanted to, and you would think, “what if I’m 
not good at anything?” [2.8.13] 
 
 
Figure 4: Sample of coding process 
Maria’s focus on her Biology teacher’s expectations specifically, and her internalization 
of his exhortation to grow a “tough skin” really only contributes to her concern that 
maybe she’s not smart enough for college or to be a science major; thus, her teacher’s 
feedback (whether she fails or not) is not only an evaluation of her academic skills but of 
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who she is as a potential college student and, by extension for Maria, a person with the 
potential to be  “good” at anything. This then intersected with her School-Oriented 
Identity Position, which appears in many other stretches of data; for Maria, her academics 
is, basically her life, since it will guarantee her a good career and enable to change her 
and her family’s circumstances (her definition of achievement). Thus, her experience of 
internalizing her teacher’s comments and the resulting feeling that she’s not good enough 
to be a science major is a barrier to success that she has to constantly overcome.  
Only in passing through this data multiple times, and comparing it to other 
instances where Maria talks about her assignments (Chemistry and English), do I begin to 
conclude that this social relationship to teachers and the implicated identity position play 
a role in all her academic literacy practices, and the nature of her particular barriers to 
success become apparent.  
 
4. During this process, I started using Dedoose (a qualitative data analysis and 
management software). This allowed me more visual access and analytic tools as I 
continued to review and analyze the data. Dedoose allowed me to see what codes co-
occurred most frequently, for example, among other analytics. So, for instance, for Maria, 
the codes “Academic Literacy Practices”, “Teachers,” and “Emotions” almost always 
coincided, and her “School-Oriented Identity” code was one of the most frequently 
applied. In Miranda’s case, “Barriers to Success,” and “Personal Change/Transformation” 
almost always coincided, and “Personal Change/Transformation” was the most frequently 
applied code. For Cristina, “Academic Literacy Practices,” “Identity,” and “Barriers to 
Success” most frequently coincided, and “Family” was her most frequently applied code.  
I used the analytic tools in Dedoose as one way of looking at the data; however, I 
did not treat it as summative or conclusive. Instead, I used these analytics as a lens to go 
back to my data and see how or why they might be significant, or how they might help 
me look at my data differently. In the end, the code co-occurences and the ways Dedoose 
helped make data visible in graphs did help me move my analysis forward by looking 
back at my data to see if the relationships and frequencies I saw in Dedoose had meaning. 
Importantly, though, I did not consider “frequency” as a de facto measure of significance; 
instead, I looked at how a frequent code intersected with other codes in areas related to 
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my research questions and against where I had already checked tentative interpretations  
with my participants.  
 
5. While I was using codes to try to make sense of the data, I was also working to 
document the narratives of my participants’ stories. As I mentioned above, the coding 
was one analytic tool. In concert with this, I was also writing a narrative of each woman’s 
participation in the project, life history as it was told to me in pieces, and her journey 
through school. As she linked her past, present, and future in our interviews, and her 
literacy log entries to her literacy practices, my work was to stay true to that story and to 
her theorizing and sense-making. I wanted my coding and theme-development to sync 
with these narratives. Thus, the narratives became a way to frame and check the interview 
data and, later, a way to introduce more thoroughly my participants to my readers (in 
addition to their own self-introduction, which I also include). 
 
6. As I made a more interpretive turn in the analysis, I developed what I thought of as 
more interpretive codes. I would test out these interpretive codes for their ability to more 
critically explain the data in a way that was starting to account for my broad domains of 
identities, literacies, and academic achievement, and the connections between past and 
present, which would enable me to start generating themes. Interpretive codes were more 
abstract and looked at intersections or relationships rather than simply descriptive labels. 
The excerpt above, where I’m doing multiple passes over the data for Maria, shows an 
example of where I begin to make a more interpretive turn, by making more abstract 
connections and interpretations. As other examples, I generated the codes of 
“Transformation,” “Agency,” and “Resilience” out of significant intersections in the 
descriptive coding, data sets, their literacy logs and writing, and in my more narrative 
account. These more interpretive codes were preliminary and hypothetical; a way of 
testing whether the more abstract concept applied. Since these codes were more 
academic, (in other words, they were language that I imported), I was testing them as a 
means of tentative interpretation and intersections with broader literature.  
So, for example, building on the data set above from Maria (#3), I would later add 
the code “Resilience” to that data set since the combination of factors she discusses in 
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relation to her Biology Lab Reports occurred in our discussion for assignments in all her 
classes; thus, her ability to repeatedly and almost daily overcome this attitude (insecurity) 
and identity-position (teacher-oriented) demonstrates a very clear kind of resilience that 
even a very “successful” student like Maria has to employ all through college. Again, 
only by multiple passes and more detailed and then more abstract layers of coding did I 
arrive at determining that Resilience was an appropriate or valid interpretive lens for 
Maria’s experience. 
 
7. From this analysis process, I developed a set of themes for each case-study participant 
that correlated to my four research questions. Themes were an attempt to capture the 
relationships between their experiences, attitudes, identities, and practices, and in relation 
to past/present, in line with my research questions. So, themes described intersections 
between my broad domains: identity, literacy, and achievement, and the concepts in my 
research questions: histories of participation, identities, attitudes, and strategies.  These 
themes organize my analysis in the case study chapters to follow where I discuss them in 
full.  
Returning to Maria as an example, my analysis of codes related to my research 
questions showed how her history of participation with schooling (question #1) intersects 
with her current identities and attitudes, and strategies for achievement (questions #2 and 
4). This is just an example; the thematic analysis for each case study participant and the 
focus group will be discussed in full in subsequent chapters with sample data. 
 
Maria: 
Themes for Question 1.a): (history of participation in high school) 
• “Deficient Education”  
• “Feeling ‘Not Aware’ and ‘Not Informed’”  
• “High Ambitions for College and Career”11 
Theme for Question 2: 
• Teacher Oriented Identity-Position (in college) 
Theme for Question 4: 																																																								
11 Words in quotation marks are directly from participants.  
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• Strategy of Independently Navigating the Institution (in college) 
 
Maria’s history of participation in schooling was that she received a “deficient education” 
at her neighborhood high school (compared to wealthier areas, as she put it,) that  
disadvantaged her by not preparing her well for college, and she felt ignorant of what she 
needed to do to get into college, which was painful for her given her high ambitions. This 
then intersected with themes for Questions 2 and 4, “Teacher-Oriented Identity-Position” 
and “Independently Navigating the Institution.”  Because of her history of feeling 
academically unprepared and ignorant of college admissions requirements, she developed 
strategies for navigating the institution by herself since she felt she couldn’t trust 
counselors entirely. However, her continued high ambitions meant she would take every 
measure she could do to be admitted to Berkeley, so she adopted another strategy of 
taking advantage of every resource, program, and opportunity in college. Further, her 
high ambitions combined with her academic insecurity created an identity-position deeply 
oriented to and influenced by her teachers, whose judgments and instructions she took 
very seriously and sometimes personally. She put full faith in their knowledge and 
expertise, and depended on them for explicit instructions and expectations so she could 
know she would achieve if she just did everything she was told.  
Thus, themes often intersected and overlapped questions, sometimes bringing 
questions together, and other times focusing on one question in particular. However, in 
developing these themes, I was able to see how my questions informed each other, how 
the concepts in my questions intersected, and the themes helped me identify the interplay 
of my broader domains, identity, literacy, and achievement. I felt that my analysis 
deepened my understanding of their experiences. 
Following from the above, I identified themes as repetitions or patterns in my data 
and, as many others do, as tensions or contradictions or complexities in the data 
(Banuelos; Knight, et. al.; Prior; Rogers), and themes captured intersections between my 
broad domains and between research questions. Last, these themes, while grounded in the 
data, were emerging in conversation with some of the foundational research that 
informed the study. I started the study thinking that identities and critical literacies are 
enacted where people are trying to give meaning to their experiences and practices in 
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relation to their broader social/ ideological/ institutional contexts, their communities, and 
their individual histories and conceptualization of the future. Thus, following this 
theoretical orientation, I was thinking about how concepts like identity position and 
literacies function for the participants based on two criteria: first, where learning takes 
place and where their conceptualization of their goals and their identity positions were 
intersecting with various practices and decisions (Barton and Hamilton “Researching”; 
Moje and Lewis “Examining”; Gee, 2008; N. Gonzalez 2001). Again: while the themes 
were not directly informed by the theoretical frameworks above, these frameworks were 
in my mind as I was developing the analysis, at least in part. I will revisit this theorizing 
as well in chapter 7. 
 
8. Last, for each case study participant, and, later for the focus group data, I developed a 
meta-theme, or overarching concept that could encompass the themes I was seeing. 
Especially as I moved between codes and themes, I continued my “emic” approach; I 
utilized their language, phrasing, and so on to conceptualize and label the analysis and to 
also test these meta-themes to see how salient or meaningful they were across the data. 
 
I developed the following meta-themes: 
  
Maria: “Having the Upper Hand” 
 Cristina: “You Never Know” 
 Miranda: “Self-Belief” 
 Focus Groups: “que no te depende en nadie” [don’t depend on anyone] 
 
These meta-themes not only arose from the intersections in my three domains, identity, 
literacy, and achievement, but, analytically, I saw them as conceptual AND operational 
tools for each participant. In other words, as I will show in the following chapters, these 
meta-themes are conceptual in that they are a way of thinking and, following this, they are 
operational, in that they are also a way of doing or taking action.  As such, meta-themes 
are a label for a kind of agentic strategy of self-determination within the confines of 
culture, community, family, and institutional features.  
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To illustrate the development of my thinking on this, here is an excerpt from a 
memo to my advisor about my analysis of Miranda’s self-belief: 
 
1. Miranda’s Self-Belief:   
 
I describe it the increasing strength and clarity of her self-belief—having to do with inner 
resources, relying on oneself, having a certain clarity about who one is and what one 
wants…? Is that a good way to put it? 
 
Self-belief, for her, becomes an operationalized construct—it becomes the means by 
which she moves forward, makes decisions, takes action, and interprets events that 
happen to her.  
 
Similar to Maria’s desire to “have the upper hand,” … Miranda’s increasing “self-belief” 
and desire for more personal development guides her decisions and actions.  
 
Both of these concepts—for Maria and Miranda—are conceptual tools that are both 
interpretive and operational tools for making sense of their experiences and for taking 
action (I explain more below). They both are the mechanisms by which Maria and 
Miranda keep moving forward.  
 
These two concepts, for me, are labels for kinds of self-determination and agency. I see 
acts of self-determination—where there is a resistance against what others are telling 
them they should be, and/or where they actively take on the expectations of others in 
ways that also make those expectations their own, and/or where they start utilizing what’s 
available to them for their own purposes… “Self-belief” or “the upper hand” become 
both interpretive tools (i.e., I’m making sense of my life via this conceptual tool) and 
operational tools, (i.e., I do things in the world: strategies, practices, etc. via this 
tool). [Research Memo 12.6.14] 
  
Figure 5: Sample research memo 
 
In the memo, I explain how I am arriving at the meta-theme for Miranda, but I also am 
able to consider the validity of the meta-theme as an analytic tool since I can compare it 
to Maria. In other words, I developed the meta-themes in relation to each participant, but 
their ultimate analytic purpose was in drawing a unifying and overarching analytic frame 
across my participants.  
In the focus group data, I utilized Juana’s phrase: “que no te depende en nadie” 
[so you don’t have to depend on anyone”] as a meta-theme to capture the tensions the 
women were describing there between family and individual achievement, which ended 
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up being one of the main topics in each focus group. I revisit the focus group data most 
holistically in the later chapters on academic literacy and public policy to tie them back to 
the case study analysis. I also bring in this data to round out and contextualize the 
individual case study data.  
 
I. Trustworthiness 
 
 In order to gain my readers’ trust in my research process and findings, I have 
made every effort to make that process visible to the reader and to seek dialogue about 
my analysis and interpretations. Mischler argues that the concept of validation in 
qualitative research is to represent the research in such a way that others can make 
“reasonable judgment of [the] adequacy” of my claims by seeing clearly the “linkages 
shown between data, findings, and interpretation” (“Validation” 428). To make the link 
between methods and analysis more visible, I represent the story of the research as it 
unfolded, informed by the research notes I kept for myself during the year-long data 
collection phase. To represent the connections between the data and my analysis, I 
include data sets with complete turns in conversation to contextualize the data I 
emphasize. In order to stay grounded in my study, I transcribed all the data myself, and in 
the analysis phase made multiple passes through the data using my tentative themes, my 
notes on the literature, Dedoose software, and consistent revisiting of past data as I got 
new data. I also sought dialogue about my analysis methods and my tentative 
interpretations, both via extensive research memos to my advisor and via checking my 
interpretations with my case study participants. As I emphasize above, the analytic frame 
I apply here is only one way to see and understand my participants’ experiences and ideas 
in relation to my research questions—it is contingent and provisional—a means of 
exploring these complicated issues related to literacy, identity, and achievement in such a 
way that those of us involved in community college and other educational institutions can 
ground ourselves in the realities of the people who negotiate those institutions for their 
own goals. 
 
 
J. The Term Latina 
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 In conceptualizing and writing about this study, I have chosen to use the term 
Latina throughout; however, this term is problematic given the constellation of terms that 
I could be using. I could rely primarily on how the women in the study identify 
themselves—what Kells calls their “self-labeling practices” (“Linguistic” 2002). 
However, the terms they used varied quite a bit, and they often used more than one. In 
terms of ethnic/racial identity only, the women in the study referred to themselves as 
Chicanas, Hispanics, Latinas, Mexicanas, Mexican-American, and Salvadoran-American. 
The women consistently are going through the processes of identification, both to self 
and to others, as they navigate different—and differently meaningful—ethnic and racial 
labels. In essence, I chose to use the term “Latina” over the term “Hispanic” to speak to a 
broader readership, with “Latina” being the more politically progressive term nationally. 
 I will briefly address my choice of the term here. In my “Invitation to Participate 
in a Research Study” form, I use the following language to ask that participants self-
identify with the following: 
 
This study is designed to explore the relationships between language, schooling, 
and identity for women who have Hispanic/Chicana/Latina backgrounds and who 
speak both English and Spanish. If you would like to participate, the following 
should apply to you:  
1. You are a woman, or consider yourself feminine-gendered  
2. You know and use both English and Spanish (you do not have to be “fluent”) 
3. You are of Latina/Chicana/Mexicana/Central American/Hispanic heritage, or 
consider your ethnic or racial identity to be related to one of these populations. 
4. You attended high school in the Richmond/ San Pablo/ Oakland/ 
Hercules/Pittsburg/ Albany area 
 
As these questions demonstrate, I was reaching out to a group of participants who self-
identify within and against several characteristics and social positions having to do with 
gender, language, ethnicity, heritage, race, birthplace, and geography. While many of the 
participants may have been born outside the U.S., I wanted a group who has experienced 
the high school system in the U.S. prior to coming to college. I also wanted a group who 
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is bilingual, although the range and scope of their bilingualism will vary widely. I wanted 
to resist the homogenization of ethnicity and racial identity by emphasizing the 
differences among Latinas and the factors beyond race and ethnolinguistic identity—
immigration status, socioeconomic status, literacy skills, language practices and 
ideologies, etc.—that influence their academic achievement. 
 In choosing to use the term in writing about the study, I decided that in the 
scholarly literature, Latino/a is largely preferred over Hispanic as a pan-ethnic term. Of 
course, researchers working with specific regional or ethnic populations will obviously 
use the term generated by their participants. Norma Gonzalez, for instance, describes how 
she came to use the term “Mexican-origin” to refer to her participants in Tucson, since 
they identified much more with this term than Chicano/a, the latter being what she used 
when she initiated the study and how she herself identified (Gonzalez was also a 
Tucsonian of Mexican heritage) (2001). However, as Gonzalez’s research went on to 
show, this label is not a definition of a people. Instead, she describes the “complex 
dynamics of resistance, incorporation, and accommodation within the constructs of 
structure and agency” as they “craft new cultural practices” (xx). Kells, Balester, and 
Villanueva, in their introduction to their collection Latino/a Discourses, review the 
tensions in choosing the term Latino/a in the title of their book (which encompasses 
studies from across the U.S., including Tejanos, Nuyoricans, and Los Angelinos). They 
finally settled on it as an overarching term that they preferred over Hispanic, which they 
argue is an “outsider’s labeling,” since it’s the term most used by the U.S. Census Bureau 
and other government-sponsored agencies (1). Latino/a also has emerged as a political 
and “coalitional” term which, as The Latina Feminist Group theorize it, speaks to 
solidarity by articulating “those spaces within and across borders where women share 
parallel emotional and phychic terrain along with intersecting policital agendas” (5). 
Latino/a has the added benefit of signaling gender. No single term, however, will 
encompass the heterogeneity and multiplicity of the ethnic/racial/linguistic diversity 
within this “group” (The Latina Feminist Group 2001).12 
																																																								
12 The Latina Feminist Group provide an extensive geneaology of the Latina feminist movement that helps 
flesh out the nuances, histories, experiences, and so on that inform the emergence of the use of Latina. 
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 Further, the issue of labeling is about how identities get created and negotiated 
than simply a question of using what the “right” term. Rather than being a set of 
characteristics per se, many argue that Latino/a is a cultural space, a sense of belonging 
or not belonging, a certain relationship to a set of politics around citizenship and/or racial 
and linguistic “difference” or marginalization that some people struggle within and 
against. In line with a more emergent and dynamic notion of labels and identity, The 
Latina Feminist Group, Michelle Hall Kells, and Beatriz Newman conceptualize 
Latinidades as a theoretical approach that encompasses a notion of culture as process and 
ethnicity as intersectional. For Kells, there is an “intangible social fabric called la cultura, 
the connective tissue that identifies a people and defines the soul of belonging” 
(“Foreword” xii). For Newman, Latinidad also captures a dynamic space of belonging to 
a cultural fabric, a kind of consciousness or “identity-shaping awareness” rather than a 
static identity. Latinidad, she argues, further allows to label this awareness and identity 
with “all the cadences and fluidity of Spanish pronunciation” (34), which the term 
Hispanic, in its most common, anglocized pronunciation, does not.  
 In terms of how I’m working with the concept of gender in this study, I am 
troubled by ways that I dichotomize and essentialize gender. Queer critiques of both the 
design and theory behind this study would be highly valid. In dealing with the multiple 
variables involved in organizing a participant population and narrowing a set of research 
questions, I grappled with the implications of setting up a project that dichotomizes 
genders. Even by using the term “feminine-gendered,” I may not speak to the spectrum of 
identities that might intersect around that term. I also grappled with the ways that 
feminism and the study of women only are linked throughout my conceptualization and 
design of this study—a problem that is in part due to the dominance of theory and 
research that continues to study women and girls in relation to feminism, particularly 
within the field of Latina Feminism. I can only hope that in introducing my study to 
potential participants, which I will do in person, that I am able to emphasize the degree to 
which “feminine-gendered” is meant to be a loose term, and that this study is open to a 
range of people. I have also tried to use the term “participants” and “Latinas” rather than 
women. That said, this is a study of gendered literacy practices, which means it seeks out 
the heterogeneity even in normative-gendered and sexed women’s experiences as they 
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are situated in relation to the larger cultural and social practices and ideologies that in 
part construct them as “women.”  	
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CHAPTER IV  
 
MARIA: “HAVING THE UPPER HAND” 
 
 
A. Maria’s Background and Context  
 
At the end of our year together, I asked each participant to write an introduction 
of themselves to the dissertation audience. (I explained to them who those people are). 
Maria wrote as follows: 	
“This is what I came up with to introduce myself: 
 
I am a student that will soon attend UC Berkeley in the Fall 2013 as a transfer student from _____ 
college. I am the first in my family to attend a 4 year university and I am the daughter of a single 
parent. My goal is to continue my education within the science field and pursue a career in 
dentistry.” [Email: 16 June 2013] 
 
Maria was born in Marin (a city in the North Bay), and grew up in mainly in Richmond. 
Maria’s mother was born in El Salvador and her father in Mexico. She was raised by her 
mother, and has always lived with her mother and older sister. Her mother works 
cleaning houses, and her sister works as well. At one point, her mother had tried to start 
her own restaurant business, but that didn’t work out so she went back to cleaning 
houses. Her older sister also went to Richmond High, the local public high school, and 
also attended this college, which was the closest community college, for a year, but didn’t 
continue her studies because she felt she had to work to help support their family 
financially and she didn’t have citizenship status and was paying high tuition. Maria 
doesn’t work. Maria is unique among the other women who participated in this project 
(based on survey and interview data) in that she lived in the same house in Richmond for 
her whole life there (15 years), and attended all the local schools without switching 
schools. Maria says “I was really lucky not to change schools” and that a lot of people are 
renting so they are forced to move around a lot due to “financial situations” [11.30.12]. 
She describes that they would “just disappear.” 13 Maria arguably was advantaged by 
being able to have consistent housing and schooling.  
																																																								
13 Everything within my commentary that I put in quotation marks the participants’ exact language. I did 
not edit their language in my representation of the data. 
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Maria describes her ethnic heritage as “a mixture” of “Mexican, Salvadoran, and 
American,” [Survey], but since she was born in the U.S. she couldn’t ever “feel 
comfortable” living in El Salvador or Mexico. In response to what she considers to be her 
racial identity, she again says she is Salvadoran, Mexican, and American and “this is 
innately embedded in my personality and culture overall.” When asked what boxes 
related to ethnic and racial identity she checks off on forms, she says “Latina”, which is 
how she primarily thinks of herself (as opposed to Hispanic or Chicana.) 
Maria speaks primarily Spanish to her mother, and a combination of Spanish and 
English to her sister, so she speaks mostly Spanish at home. While she considers herself 
bilingual, she considers English her “native language” since she feels “most comfortable 
talking in English than Spanish.” [A statement she made in both her interviews and 
survey.] She learned English at “a very young age” and learned to read and write it in 
elementary school. She was never in Bilingual or ESL classes in school. She remembers 
thinking that Bilingual classes or ESL were for “people who had just come to this 
country” [Interview 11.30.12]. She learned to read and write Spanish “through practice” 
in her high school foreign language classes.  
Maria was 19 years old at the beginning of the study (Spring 2012), and is a 
“traditional” college student in that she came straight to community college after 
graduating from high school. At the time, she had been at the college for three semesters, 
and planned to be at the college for one more year before she transferred to (hopefully) 
UC Berkeley. She says that her mother always “pushed” her to go to college, but she also 
knew that this was something she wanted to do all along. She writes, “Concerning my 
decision to go to college, I took it upon myself” [Maria. Survey]. While she knew she 
wanted to help support her family financially, she also knew she really wanted to go to a 
good four-year college and “have a career.” She had a friend who was attending UC 
Berkeley, who always encouraged her to “try hard” to get in. Her ambition was to go to 
UC Berkeley and major in a science of some kind. Her eventual focus on Nutritional 
Sciences—at least for the purposes of applying to UC Berkeley—developed while she 
was at community college, but as she wrote above in her introduction, she really wants to 
become a dentist. She said at one point—despite her incredible hard work, participating 
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in every possible program that she can, and getting excellent grades—she still feels that 
getting into Berkeley “will be a miracle for me” [Interview 11.30.12] 
By the end of the study, Maria had been accepted to UC Berkeley, and was 
starting there in Fall 2013. She will continue living at home while she attends Berkeley. 
 
B: Meta-Theme: “Having the Upper Hand” 
 
 Maria’s phrase “having the upper hand” occurred in what I consider to be key 
moments and in regard to key topics, and she used it in relation to her past, present, and 
future. She used it several times to express why she made decisions and how she 
theorized her choices. “Having the upper hand” is the main way that she can always be 
“moving herself forward”—her term for how she conceptualizes her academic, 
professional, and personal goals and dreams and both the method and means by which 
she negotiates her academic achievement. “Having the upper hand” captures Maria’s 
particular kind of independence, (as contrasted with the other two case study participants) 
in which she is able to, as she says, “give herself” opportunities and choices in her 
academic career, which leads to certain strategies in navigating the college institution and 
her academic pathway. Yet, it is also informed by her history of participation in 
schooling, which consisted of deficient education and feelings of ignorance in high 
school. This history contributes to her current attitudes of insecurity and feeling that she 
is not smart or that she doesn’t belong, all of which combine to create a dependence on 
her teachers’ expectations. Thus, her identity position and literacy practices emerge in 
these tensions between her independence and dependence: between her high academic 
career ambitions and her vulnerability, all of which are interwoven with her fierce desire 
to have the power to change her and her family’s circumstances. 
 
Here is the initial conversation in which she uses the phrase: 
 
Mo. Anything else you want to talk about? 
 
Ma. Well, just in terms of Berkeley, if I do get in it’s like 25 a year [meaning $25,000], 
but I don’t want to get any loans…So my other mentality is if I don’t get accepted what 
do I do? Should I change my career, or go into a shorter career…[And then describes her 
plan]  
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… I’m always thinking about what I’m going to do next just so I can have the upper hand 
and know what I’m going to do next14. So I was looking at requirements at DVC for 
Dental Hygiene—which is a two-year program. Or continue on here in a different 
major… or do I want to continue on in science…I’m just having that debate within 
myself.  
 
[Interview: 2/8/13] 
 
 
 
In a later interview, I followed up on this with her, asking exactly what she meant by 
“having the upper hand.” I tested my interpretation with her. I was thinking that it meant 
being in control, but I was off the mark. Instead, she articulated it as having choices, 
options, and, as a requisite for that, being informed: 
 
 
Mo. And after that you were talking about being here and joining all these 
programs…and you were determined…you really want to have the upper hand so you … 
so I interpret that as meaning…being in control?  
 
Ma. I think it means giving me the choice of what I want to do. Like having the options 
there. Because I felt like since I didn’t have any options when I graduated from high 
school because I didn’t know what I wanted to do. And I only applied to state schools but 
I didn’t want to go to a CSU… I guess I mean I was more of a UC person. But I didn’t 
even apply to one [a UC school.] 
 
And that’s when…and I was like in EAOPS15 and we had a counselor and she told 
me…and she said like if you get into SF State [a CSU school] like how come you don’t 
want to go there? And I was like, I just don’t. And she told me that she was also a transfer 
to Berkeley and if I wanted to go to Berkeley she showed my the IGETC16 and she told 
me that I would have to take at least 15 units every semester to get to my 60 units like the 
limit to apply. And she basically am... she am…how would you say it…she like opened 
my eyes to what I needed to do. Like I needed to be informed.  
 
[Interview 6.24.13] 
 																																																								
14 Throughout the analysis chapters, all underlining in data is my emphasis. 
15 EAOPS= UC Berkeley’s Early Academic Outreach Program—Partners with local high schools to 
identify youth from low-income families and first generation college-bound students to provide them 
academic enrichment opportunities and advising. 
16 IGETC= Intersegmental General Education Transfer Curriculum: The series of courses students must 
complete to be eligible to transfer from community college to the UC system. (The CSU system has a 
different transfer curriculum). 
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She uses the phrase again in the same interview to refer to herself compared to the 
students she was tutoring in the Adelante program—students who are taking “remedial” 
courses in the sciences because they’re not prepared: 
 
M: like I always did everything on my own. I felt like it was kind of mean of me to say 
that because maybe people don’t have that upper hand as I do, but I don’t know, I just felt 
like in reality the tutoring wasn’t benefitting me in my academics.  
 
In her mind, “having the upper hand” is about being able to do things independently, or at 
least trying to do things independently, and this is part of what, for her, has guided her 
academic strategies for success so far. What I find even more profound, here, is that a 
feature of this independence is “giving herself” the choices: 
 
Ma. “I think it means giving me the choice of what I want to do.” 
 
It is very important to Maria that she doesn’t have to rely on others to provide her the 
information she needs. She wants to be able to “give [her]self” the opportunities and the 
means to take advantage of those opportunities, and this independence or agency in her 
circumstances is what “having the upper hand” is about. Therefore, the students she is 
tutoring, the ones, ostensibly, without the independence that Maria has, are at a 
disadvantage, not so much because they are underprepared academically but because they 
are not working to prepare themselves as much as they can, the way she did.  
Maria expresses wanting agency, which for her, is the power of choices in relation 
to herself. When talking about her ambition to go to a good school, she says:  
 
 “If I’m going to do this I should give myself a better education” [6.24.13] 
 
In both these instances, Maria values her power to give herself things—it’s that power 
that for her is inseparable from the goals she wants to attain. I see this as a key feature of 
the concepts of agency and independence that run through this study. Maria also wants 
the best for herself and her family. She wants a Berkeley education, a nice neighborhood 
for her mother and sister, to buy a house for her mother, and a high-paying career. She 
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wants to be empowered, which, for her, is a component of also being able to help support 
her family and move her mother into a better neighborhood. 
 
C. Maria’s History of Participation with Schooling and Identity Positions 
 
I have developed six themes in Maria’s descriptions of her history of participation 
in school. While the focus of histories of participation in Rogers’ view is directly 
correlated with school, I broadened this for the purposes of this study, to include social 
context: family, peers, and her neighborhood community: 
 
1. “Deficient” Education  
 
2. Lack of Guidance from Community and Family but Strong Emotional Support 
 
3. Feeling “Not Aware” and “Not Well Informed”  
 
4. High Ambitions for College and Career 
 
5. Career/Family/Economic Orientations toward college 
 
6. Predominantly Family-Oriented and School-Oriented Identity Positions 
 
 
Thematic Analysis and Data Sets: 
 
1. A “Deficient” Education: 
 
 In our interviews and in her personal statement for her Berkeley application, 
Maria repeatedly describes her neighborhood as “underserved”, as in not having a lot of 
resources and not “challenging.” She describes it as a “not very good education” and not 
“at the grade level” as other schools in nearby wealthier neighborhoods. She describes 
poor teaching, especially in Math, and a lack of support or attention from people (such as 
counselors) who might have told her how to get into a good school. She also describes a 
lack of opportunities to “get involved” in extra-curricular activities, or a general low 
quality of those types of activities, that would have helped her “progress academically” 
and “grow more as a person,” which would have helped to attain her goal of going to UC 
Berkeley—or, at least given her more choices for what she would do after high school:  
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[Here we are talking about her work volunteering for a tutoring program in Richmond 
called Reading Partners. Maria says that she is doing this volunteering primarily so that 
she can demonstrate a commitment to her community on her college application.] 
 
Mo. How do you think that being in that kind of program [Reading Partners] when you 
were a kid would have affected you? 
 
Ma. There are not a lot of services in Richmond, like we are underserved...other areas 
have an advantage because their children are way involved in many things and that gives 
them an advantage to progress academically...if I could have had that as a child I could 
have been somewhere else.  Or it could have helped me as a student or as a person grow 
more.  
 
Because I always compare with other areas that are better off and I always think how 
their high schools are way more challenging. The high school that I went to wasn’t very 
challenging unless you took the AP classes, which at that even that wasn’t very 
challenging at all compared to the grade level that other students were taking.  I felt at 
that part that was very…I felt like…that part was…[she really couldn’t come up with 
words here]. Like that was a deficiency in our school system.  
 
M. Do you think that was something you were aware of at the time? Or, when you were 
younger it didn’t really occur to you.  
 
Ma. Well, I always think it was in the back of my mind but I never really paid attention to 
it. Now that I look back on everything I can see that it was really affecting us. [Interview 
2/8/13] 
 
 
Maria’s feelings of disadvantage—of not having access to resources, academically 
rigorous classes, extracurricular activities, “supportive” people, and other opportunities 
and information—affects her deeply. She talks about it with a lot of pain and frustration 
in her voice. She is aware that other schools offered much better college prep classes and 
activities, thereby creating the opportunities for achievement that she would have wanted 
at the time. She further describes in a later interview that her high school teachers were 
particularly poor in teaching Math, which was of special frustration for her since she 
wanted to go into the sciences and felt like she wasn’t prepared. [6.24.13]. Also, 
painfully, her lack of access to enrichment and extra-curricular programs in high school 
prevented her from growing “as a person.” As she says, this ignorance and disadvantage 
caused her at one point to “lose hope” that she could ever really go to college [11.30.12]. 
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However, she does describe one English teacher who took an interest in her and 
pushed and encouraged her to excel at least in English, which led her take AP Literature 
her junior year.17 Maria describes only one teacher who paid special attention to her 
encouraged her to eventually take AP Literature: 
 
Mo. It sounds like you did really well in English—[I’m reading her answer to the survey 
question about English classes in high school—what she remembered reading.] Why do 
you think that was important? 
 
Ma. That class really opened my eyes to what is literature and what is writing. I didn’t 
ever like reading books and I always got like 4s and 5s on my essays [out of 10]…it was 
a learning experience…it really helped me [Junior year AP]. I took a class with the same 
teacher Ms. Larsen and I liked her class and she encouraged me to take AP literature.  
 
Mo. It seems like you really respond positively to a challenge. Like you’re getting low 
scores and you try to do better…You’re not afraid to try harder or do better.  
 
Ma: [About deciding to go into AP literature]—other students were going, but I thought I 
wouldn’t be good in it but I finally decided to do it…I felt like the teacher’s interest in me 
was sincere—so I looked over her comments on my essays and worked hard… 
 
M. It sounds like part of it is knowing that the teacher cared and knowing that you could 
do better. 
 
G. I remember that the teacher would always give prizes…and I got the prize for the one 
who had improved the most throughout the year. I couldn’t believe it. 
 
  
Because Maria had such high ambitions, and because her family and community didn’t 
have the experience to help her in school or provide an assessment of her abilities related 
to school, she was very sensitive to her teachers’ expectations and evaluations. In her 
experience above, the teacher’s “interest” is what she links directly to her decision to try 
taking AP rather than confidence in her own ability. This is a theme that develops even 
more, as I will describe later, in her current college career.   
 
 In addition to her underserved and academically deficient history in school, Maria 
also thought that her community was not “encouraging” of higher education and her 
family couldn’t provide her guidance in her academic career. Of her community, she 																																																								
17 Despite her two years of AP English, she didn’t pass the AP English test and she didn’t test into college-
level composition—which she was clearly prepared to at least try to take. This is a common story for 
people coming from low-performing high schools and I observe that it often reinforces their internalized 
ideas that they are “unprepared” for college, which can have consequences for the kinds of choices they 
make in regard to their academic path. I will talk more about this later as well. 
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writes: “Well older people in my life they can’t really understand. They just probably 
went to elementary school…” In another interview, she also describes her community as 
lacking encouragement: “I think, am, I always…think back…why couldn’t I have been in 
a different area where school was more encouraged and a lot more people are 
encouraging about that” [2.8.13]. And, as I had detailed earlier, she also felt that her 
community “lacked examples of people achieving.” Her disadvantaged neighborhood and 
the problems she saw her community were something she was very sensitive to, and she 
defines her success via an independence or separation from her community. When further 
talking about the factors in her success, she says: 
 
Mo: What were some of the things that made you successful in doing that? [Going to 
Berkeley] 
 
Ma: I haven’t let myself influence myself with the area I live in. Like other people they 
go with the wrong crowd or they have families they’re not doing well. I kind of ignored 
that [6.24.14] 
 
 
While she says her community at large couldn’t support or encourage her, she says that 
her mother always “pushed” her to go to college, providing her emotional support and 
motivation. But she also says that her family and others in her neighborhood couldn’t 
help her figure out how to actually do it or help her accomplish that goal. She writes:  
 
I have had to face my academics/studies independently, as my mother did not understand 
the time and effort school requires of me. My family cannot understand the difficulties I 
face as a student and this lack of support or understanding would discourage me from my 
academics. [Personal Statement Draft, collected 11.6.12]18 
 
 
Like many first generation college students, Maria has to rely on other networks for the 
kinds of support and information that will help her navigate the system. Maria’s primary 
mentor, or source of guidance and encouragement related to how and where to go to 																																																								
18 I want to clarify that her rhetorical position in the personal statement is to position herself by tapping in 
to a set of ideologies and discourses for minority students around overcoming obstacles—so the bigger she 
makes those obstacles seem the “stronger” her personal statement is. In this case, she seems to intensify the 
effect of her mother’s inability to help her with school in the personal statement versus her discussion of it 
in the interviews. While she mentions that her family couldn’t always help her, she also extends this to her 
community more broadly (not just her family); she never, in our interviews, describes “lack of support” in 
regard to her mother. But I will address that later related to current literacy practices.   
	76 	
college, was a friend who was already going to UC Berkeley. Her sister, also, was a 
source of guidance. While she didn’t complete college because of her undocumented 
status, she was more “involved” than Maria so she trusted her advice:  
 
Ma. they ... the only person I can talk to is my sister… she was the complete opposite of 
me …  she was involved but she wasn’t documented so she couldn’t go to 4-year 
school19…she’d tell me things like that [like whether to drop her English class, which we 
had been discussing.] But my Mom when I talk to her about school she just says like, “oh 
do well,” but she doesn’t know what that implies. So I feel it’s very limited the people I 
can talk to within my family. [Interview 11.30.12] 
 
 
3. Feeling “Not Aware” and Not “Well Informed”  
 
Her experience of being in high school is also one of being “not aware” of what 
she needed to do to get where she wanted to go. Her realization of her ignorance causes 
her to “lose hope” that she would ever achieve her dream of getting into a good 
university. She describes this very succinctly and profoundly below: 
 
M: “I didn’t know what high school was. And so I didn’t know what was going on. 
Like…I just thought, get good grades and you get into a good school, you know? That 
was my mentality. No one ever told me you have to get involved. And, am, through the 
years, like especially during senior year when students started applying to schools and 
they would write about their extra-curriculars and things they had done and I noticed that 
I hadn’t done any of that, like how am I going to get into a good school, you know? And 
so, I kind of lost hope after that. [Interview 11.30.12] Later in this interview she says she 
is now “well informed compared to when I was in high school when I wasn’t” [Interview 
11.30.12] 
 
Maria’s phrasing is significant on two levels. The first has to do with not knowing “what 
high school was” and another level about not knowing “what was going on.” Here she 
articulates the ways that an institution, like high school, is both a concept (knowing what 
it is) and a set of practices, behaviors, relationships, and so on (what is going on). The 
two are interconnected. The painful part here is that she was so diligently and eagerly 
doing her schoolwork, thinking she was “moving forward” (her words) which has been 
her goal all along, only to find out that she was ignorant of an entire world, while, 																																																								
19 By this she means that her sister didn’t have citizenship or residency status, so she would have had to pay 
international student tuition to go to college, which was not financially possible. 
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simultaneously, being part of that world; this is the process of marginalization that is so 
powerful.  By virtue of being labeled a “CSU person” not a “UC person” she was denied 
access to the sets of practices, behaviors, and relationships that would have enabled her to 
take the correct steps to actualize her dreams. 
 
4. High Ambitions for College and Career 
Maria wanted to attend a good 4-year school, UC Berkeley in particular, not an 
average one, like a CSU school. She wanted to get a professional job where she earned a 
good salary. While at one point she says she “didn’t know what she wanted to do” 
[6.24.13] after high school, she did have a sense that she wanted to go to a really good 
school and have a profitable career. I think when she says she “didn’t know what she 
wanted to do,” she means she didn’t have a clear sense of what field to pursue or what to 
major in exactly.  
 
Despite not being entirely clear in her future college or career, she knew that she wanted 
more than just an average education. In one interview, where we were talking about her 
plans, she describes her high school counselor asking her why she didn’t want to go to a 
CSU—like San Francisco State. To which she answered, “I was more of a UC person.”  
 
She later followed that up with another exchange about her ambitions as follows: 
 
Mo: It’s interesting to hear you say, “I was a UC person.” It seems like all along you had 
a dream, or an idea, that you really stuck to. And you didn’t say… you didn’t give up on 
that… 
 
Ma: Yeah…because I knew I was…because with state schools anyone can go to them. 
And I felt like, I know I’m not smart I know I’m not stupid but I felt like if I’m going to 
do this I should give myself a better education. [6.24.13] 
 
 
She clearly feels that she won’t settle for anything less than the highest she can possibly 
accomplish, despite messages from those around her that a CSU school is the likeliest 
option for her. And she again connects a certain type of education to being a certain type 
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of person—a UC person versus a CSU person—an important distinction for her. 
Education and identity are intimately interconnected for her, and she has ascribed to 
hierarchy in the California system.  
 
5. Career/Family/Economic Orientations toward College 
 
Maria had always thought of college in terms of how she can “move forward” 
both herself and her family. Maria always thought of college as a vehicle for getting her a 
good career and salary that she could use to help her family and move out of Richmond. 
Her dream was to eventually buy a house for her mother in a wealthier neighborhood and 
“pay her back” for everything she had done. She expresses this as follows: 
 
 
M. Do you think there’s anything else that is really significant when you think about what 
motivates you?  
 
Ma. Mainly the reason what motivates me is just like trying to get out of where we are. 
Like just trying to be, am, better. I don’t want to be stumped in a place. Like we stay in 
one area. I want to move forward I don’t want to stay in the same area. I want to 
eventually help out my Mom, she’s a single parent and she’s getting older and now it’s 
our turn to pay back what she’s done for us. I feel like getting an education will get me 
closer to that dream like to help my mom when I get older and get a career. [6.24.13] 
 
 
“Moving forward”—which she emphasizes strongly in this part of the interview—means 
a number of interconnected things. It means moving up in the world financially and 
socially and thus being able to move out of an under-resourced neighborhood. It also 
means being able to professionalize herself—getting a “career” is the term she uses most 
often when talking about her future (as opposed to a “job” or “work.”) And finally, she 
wants to support her mother in the future. Maria describes later, in concrete terms, that 
this support would mean buying a house in a better neighborhood for her mother to live 
in. 
 
6. Predominantly Family-Oriented and School-Oriented Identity Positions:  
 
Maria’s identity—who she is and what kind of person she is—is strongly 
connected to school. This identity position bridges her past and present. In her self-
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introduction (mentioned at the beginning of this chapter), she starts with the assertion “I 
am a student.” Granted: this study focuses on identity and educational achievement, so 
arguably her assertions context-dependent, yet other participants didn’t begin their self-
introductions with such a strong identification with school. And, as I described above 
related to her ambitions, she says she always knew she “was a UC person.” Further, 
Maria also directed other open-ended questions toward her identity as related to school. 
In one instance, I had asked her how her identity had changed between high school and 
college, and she answered at first asking if I meant “in terms of being Latina” but then, 
when I told her it was an “open-ended question” that she could interpret any way she 
wanted, she answered by talking about herself in relation to school: The extended data set 
is below: 
 	
Mo: On the survey, I asked: did you feel at all like your identity had changed? I mean, 
did you have a sense that who you were coming into high school was different from who 
you were coming out of it and then coming into college…has anything changed in terms 
of understanding who you are or what your identity means to you?  
 
Ma. Do you means in terms of being Latina or just like in any way? 
 
Mo. Well, it’s an open-ended question. It kind of depends on how you interpret identity. 
Latina could be part of it or it could be how you feel as an individual. So, Latina might be 
part of that but it might not be all of it—[…] 
 
Ma. And so, in high school, like, um, I, I mean…I didn’t know what I was getting myself 
into. I mean I didn’t know what high school was. And so I didn’t know what was going 
on. […] And like coming into Contra Costa I knew that something had to change. […] 
 
[Here Maria pauses and continues with renewed emphasis] Before I even came here I 
wanted to be aware of what I needed to do to transfer in two years and so I liked looked 
up the IGETC by some program in high school it was called EAOP it was kind of like a 
Berkeley thing, and she just told me, and she just noticed that I had gotten accepted into 
all my CSUs because of course they’re going to accept you for your grades but how about 
scholarships, you know? And so, she told me why didn’t I want—choose to go to any of 
the CSUs and I told her that, and— 
 
Mo: Oh, tell me why you didn’t want to go— 
 
Ma: To CSUs? 
 
Mo: Yeah. 
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Ma: Okay. Well, for CSUs well, I thought, okay, I can get in, but like, what’s going to 
happen when I need money, like, how am I going to write a good essay, for a scholarship, 
you know? Like, a lot of people write essays about their community or things like that. 
And I would have nothing to write about…. 
 
M. And like how does that relate to the identity question for you? Because sort of identity 
related to school seems so important to you… It seems like a big part of your life and 
what you think about and how you understand who you are. 
 
Ma: Yeah… I guess, toward my identity, it would probably mean that, I guess, I just 
wanted to be more aware, I guess…I don’t know really how to explain it…I don’t know, 
just wanting to take all the opportunities that I have now. Like now that I’m well 
informed, as of like when I was in high school when I wasn’t. And just, am, I don’t 
know…I don’t really know how to explain it. [Interview 11.30.12] 
 
 
Maria’s experience of education in connection to identity is multi-layered. For Maria, 
being an educated person and being a better person are intimately connected. Being 
more educated means being a “better person” or a more experienced person—a view that 
is reinforced by a later comment that going to a more academically challenging high 
school would have also helped her “grow more” as a person [Interview 2.8.13]. She used 
the same language in the interview excerpt above in describing what motivates her: “to be 
better”. For Maria, getting a college education is not only knowing things or doing things 
but being someone different than she was before, and, as an extension of this, being able 
to be mobile, have choices, get out of her neighborhood, “not be stuck.” The power of the 
intersection between school and identity for Maria informs the high stakes that education 
holds for her: her desire to move forward: to professionalize herself, be financially 
successful, and therefore change her circumstances and her family’s circumstances is her 
primary motivation for going to college. Thus, her investment in education as a personal, 
cultural, financial, and social tool. 
As she moves through her college career, this relationship will continue to 
emerge, as she negotiates her identity in relation to her evolving successes and 
challenges. This will also have consequences for how she feels in college—how she 
responds to teachers, academic challenges, institutional programs, the 4-year college 
application process, and her conceptualization of her own success. 
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D. Intersections with Current Identity Positions, Attitudes, and Academic Literacy
 Practices  
Following my research questions, I’ve focused these themes on the ways that 
Maria’s history intersects with her current identity positions, literacy practices, and 
attitudes. I use the term “intersects” here because I am not saying that her history, as 
outlined above, is causing or is directly correlated with her identity positions, attitudes, 
and practices, but rather that there are important ways that this history is called forth in 
her present moment and becomes either re-interpreted or connected to the ideas, feelings, 
or actions she is taking now.  
As I detail below, Maria’s independence in navigating the institution, using 
resources, and moving herself forward in terms of her pathway and decision-making is 
juxtaposed with a dependence on teachers’ expectations and feelings of vulnerability and 
self-doubt. This juxtaposition is, of course, understandable; her academic ambitions are 
high, and they are high-stakes, yet she feels underprepared. Her grades matter deeply to 
her, yet her time is compromised by the other activities she has to do for her UC 
application and her feelings of unpreparedness additionally complicate and exacerbate 
matters.  
The themes are as follows, all of which I would constellate under the academic 
literacy practices, following the broader definition I used in the theoretical framework: 
 
1. Independently Researching Her Academic Path, Finding Resources, and Uusing 
Informal Networks to Get Information or Advice 
 
2. Identifying and Using Institutional Resources, Yet Not Relying on Them 
Exclusively. 
 
3. Adapting or Accommodating the Institutional Resources in Ways that Help Her 
Achieve Her Goals 
 
4. Feeling Insecure about Her Preparedness for College 
 
5. Unsure Whether She “Belongs” in that World 
 
6. Teacher-Oriented Mindset 
 
7. Extensive Range of Academic Literacy Practices 
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8. Outcome-oriented or Grade-Oriented Attitude in Completing Her Assignments 
 
In the following discussion, I’ve grouped themes together to better capture the 
intersections between them.  The first three themes concern Maria’s dedication to being 
independent as she navigates the institution—they capture this aspect of her strategies for 
achievement: informing herself, giving herself opportunities, and utilizing every college 
resource that might help her get into UC Berkeley.  
 
1. Independently Researching Her Academic Path, Finding Resources, And Using
 Informal Networks To Get Information Or Advice 
 
2. Identifying And Using Institutional Resources, Yet Not Relying On Them
 Exclusively 
 
3. Adapting Or Accommodating The Institutional Resources In Ways That Help Her
 Achieve Her Goals 
 
Most broadly speaking, Maria wants to get all the information she can, and take 
advantage of every resource she can; however, she does not want to have to rely on other 
people or institutional resources exclusively. Her experience in the EAOPS program in 
high school, for instance, hadn’t provided her with the choices she wanted—in particular 
the choice to go to a UC school. “No one had told her” what she needed to do to get into 
a UC school. Her counselor assumed she would just go to a CSU school; and since her 
GPA would automatically qualify her for admission, it seems that no one took a special 
interest in how she might push herself to become UC eligible. It wasn’t until Maria 
forced the issue by asking the direct question of what she needed to do to get into 
Berkeley that the counselor provided her that information. 
Thus, it is very important to Maria that she doesn’t have to rely on others to 
provide her the information she needs to make her decisions. There are two important 
components to this: She doesn’t necessarily trust that she will get all the information she 
needs or wants, and she wants to be able to “give herself” the opportunities and the 
means to take advantage of those opportunities. This independence or agency in her 
circumstances is what “having the upper hand” is about. As I described above, For Maria, 
having “the upper hand” is about moving herself forward, which means a combination of 
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having options AND having all the information she can get so that her plans are viable 
plans: “If I’m going to do this I should give myself a better education” [6.24.13] 
In preparing for both for attending community college (in 2011) and her eventual 
goal of UC Berkeley (2013), she does a tremendous amount of independent research 
about which courses she should take, what institutional resources, such as special 
programs and scholarships are available, and so on. Before starting in the summer of 
2011, she researched her course pathway online using the IGETC requirements to plan 
out each semester. [The IGETC is an incredibly confusing document and the process of 
figuring out which courses articulate to which institutions is overwhelming.] Her EAOPS 
counselor in high school had shown her the IGETC document, but she worked out herself 
what courses she should take and when. When she got to college, Maria took advantage 
of all the institutional resources for transfer available to her. She involved herself in as 
much as possible, taking advantage of the Center for Science Excellence Program (CSE), 
the Experience Berkeley Program, the Transfer Alliance Program (TAP sponsored by 
Berkeley), and the STEM Scholars programs—all of which provide a combination of 
advising, tutoring, internships, mentoring, etc. for community college students wanting to 
transfer. However, she continued to rely on her own resources: continuing to do 
independent research and planning and using her informal network-- such as her friend at 
Berkeley--to answer questions and make decisions. In fact, it was her friend who told her 
about the Experience Berkeley program and told her to do it so she “would have a better 
chance of getting in.” 
However, while Maria took advantage of every resource or program that was 
going to prepare her better academically and strengthen her application to Berkeley, she 
also used the programs in ways that advantaged her, accommodating or adapting the 
requirements, discourses, and policies of these programs. The Center for Science 
Excellence (CSE) program, for instance, which Maria participates in, requires students to 
attend weekly: mentor meetings, academic study sessions, and seminars—in addition to 
requiring them to tutor other students for two hours a week (for a total of a nine-hour 
commitment each week to fulfill their “contract”). CSE’s mission is to help 
“disadvantaged groups” achieve in STEM fields, with the following stated goals:  
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• provide strong academic support in biological, computer and physical science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics via mentoring, workshops and 
tutoring  
• provide assistance in preparation for a seamless transfer process to universities  
• provide academic breadth activities through seminars, trips and summer 
internships”20  
 
Interestingly, the CSE mission does not emphasize the “community service” obligation 
that is in fact part of their contract—tutoring other students for 2 hours a week. That part 
comes on another page under “Activities,” which also includes mentor meetings, 
Academic Workshops/Study Sessions, field trips, and so on. 
 
Maria describes her time with the CSE program as follows: 
 
Ma: Fridays I have CSE. It sucks. Like, when I started I would see all these kids having 
Fridays off and it would make me sad. But whatever…[…] And that goes from 2 to 
3:30...but it depends. It’s supposed to go on til 5 but no one ever stays until 5. 
 
Mo. And what do you do that whole time? 
 
Ma. It depends…sometimes we have seminars, like people come, or sometimes you go to 
field trips…it’s so long. I had to do one in Spring because it was my first semester, and 
we went to the USDA in Albany and we got back like til 6 and I was like so mad...I was 
like so stressed. And, am, and usually we have mentor meetings with our mentor and that 
usually it doesn’t take very long. And I’m happy I have a mentor who just kind of like 
lets us go early, usually like 3:10 or 3:30 I’m out.  
 
Mo: And you have Wednesday off? 
 
Ma. Yeah, but well no, the thing that sucks is that I have to volunteer as well, so like, 
Monday and Wednesday I’ll be like volunteering and things like that…But I think I 
might do my volunteering Mondays just to get it out of the way and then have 
Wednesday where I can just like study and things like that and catch up on work. 
[Interview.11.30.12. 54:00-59:00] 
 
 
																																																								20	“About CSE” (http://coast.contracosta.edu/progsdepts/extracurricular/cse) 
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Maria clearly sees the extra-curricular activities she’s required to do to be part of CSE as 
(in general) a waste of her time—the only positive she sees in having a mentor is that 
they get let out early. She doesn’t talk at all about what she’s learning, or the kind of help 
she’s getting. At one another point she says they are supposed to use a certain computer 
lab to log in and “search online” for scholarships and internship opportunities, and they 
are required to do this for a certain number of hours—another burden on her time that she 
finds frustrating and constraining (since they have to be in the lab). They also cause 
Maria a lot of stress. She is a full-time student taking 17 units a semester, a load that 
includes, depending on the semester, biology, physiology, organic chemistry, Calculus, 
and English. At one point she says with emotion, her voice almost breaking: “The main 
thing about being in school I’m like where’s my time? […] like, where’s time for me?” 
[10.5.12] Besides not having any personal time, any time taken away from studying she 
finds really frustrating. She sees her academics as her number one priority, the various 
volunteer work and trips and seminars she is supposed to do doesn’t “benefit” her other 
than to satisfy requirements to participate in the program.  
However, her work for Reading Partners, a community literacy project in 
Richmond, she actually came to enjoy and to benefit from in an unexpected way. While 
she still feels that it’s an imposition on her time and just wants to get it “out of the way”, 
she eventually comes to find the experience of tutoring younger children “motivating”:  
 
Ma. I’ve been in this program called Reading Partners. So I can get it out of the way on 
Mondays. 
 
Mo. Do you think that anything has changed since you first started tutoring and now, and 
now, how you feel being there, or being in that role. Has it changed? 
 
Ma. It has. Since I don’t have a lot of extended, close family, I don’t know a lot of little 
kids. I was unaware of how to interact with them. After a while it got more interesting. I 
got to tutor a young person and it was interesting to be with her and she like motivated 
me. Motivated me to continue.  
 
Mo. What do you mean motivated me?  
 
Ma. It kind of motived me to continue volunteering…When I look back to it I think, like 
oh imagine if I had had something like this, like Reading Partners, when I was in 
elementary school? Like that would have been really nice. Having someone older who is 
in college who has more experience…we’re their tutors but you can always talk to them 
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and encourage them for educational purposes. And I wish that I could have had 
something like that when I was younger. That idea kind of motivated me to continue on 
in my academics.  [Interview 2.8.13] 
 
As I’ve discussed above, Maria experiences many tensions negotiating the requirements 
to make herself UC-eligible. She spends a tremendous amount of time and energy 
researching and preparing her academic and career pathway and getting as much 
information as she can from both formal (counselors, advisors) and informal (friend) 
networks and joining special programs to enhance both her preparation and the 
community service portion of her application. She would prefer to spend every minute 
studying and preparing herself academically; however, the UC system and the various 
special programs for disadvantaged or “minority” students associated with it require her 
to show dedication to her community in the form of tutoring and volunteering. Yet her 
high ambitions and feeling of ignorance and disadvantage in high school drive her to take 
every possible measure to achieve her goals. 
 
The next two themes include: 
 
4. Feeling Insecure About Her Preparedness for College 
 
5. Unsure Whether She “Belongs” In “That [College] World” 
 
Maria’s independence, motivation, self-reliance, and appropriation of resources 
emerges clearly in relation to her academic pathway and navigation of the institution. 
Yet, as these next two themes show, these strategies and attitudes pose a striking contrast 
to her feelings of insecurity in her academic abilities and her identity as a college student, 
and her reliance on teachers in relation to her academic literacy practices and attitudes 
toward assignments.  
The point of tension for Maria stems from her previous experiences of ignorance 
and disadvantage, which leads her to feel insecure and like she might not belong, which 
also informs her strategies for negotiating her achievement and her academic literacy 
practices. Her experience of having a “deficient education” and her previous feelings of 
ignorance contribute to Maria’s academic insecurity, which is linked to an identity 
position in which she remains marginal to or outside the mainstream; she is unsure if she 
“belongs.” For instance, while she was placed at college level in Math—and could have 
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placed at college level in English had she argued her case using her transcript from high 
school—she chose to take the developmental level in both subjects because she “wanted 
to be on top.” She says:  
 
Ma. “I wanted to be on top—I wanted to be on college level, on grade level. I didn’t want 
to start out in the fall semester being below college level because that was really going to 
hold me back so…”  
 
 
Maria feels—and she has internalized the message that—she is not prepared to succeed 
because she hasn’t learned certain material yet. Or, she wasn’t good at it previously, as in 
her English courses in high school, where she only got 4s or 5s on her essays out of 10s. 
So, Maria doesn’t have faith that because she’s smart and hard-working she could 
probably learn quickly in College Calculus, even if she had to do a little bit of catch-up 
during the semester or get some extra tutoring. Also, because she is wary of relying on 
institutional resources, she wants to be in command of the knowledge—prepared—
knowing everything she needs to—before she takes the class, she doesn’t want to put 
herself in the position of being dependent because she’s behind or missing certain 
knowledge. So tutoring, for her, can feel like a back-up plan but not one she wants to rely 
on or puts great faith in. She attributes her perceived lack of preparedness directly to 
feeling that she didn’t get good instruction in Math in high school, again continuing her 
feelings of suffering from a “deficient” school system:  
 
G. No well...I think it’s Math. Not English. But with Math….but I wanted to be sure. 
Because I felt like I didn’t learn much about Math in high school because I felt like all the 
teachers did not do a good job with teaching. And I felt like I might as well just start out 
here fresh and learn everything I need to know. Because I didn’t understand Calc. Like, 
basically I don’t-- like only because the teacher was really lenient was how I got a C and 
a B in that class. And so being here I was able to really improve in Math. And I got it. 
And I discovered that I am good in Math. It’s probably the teachers that weren’t like 
helping at all. [Interview 6.24.13] 
 
 
Even when she describes how she’s “discovered she’s good in Math,” this realization 
about her academic ability doesn’t translate into an attitude of academic confidence or 
feeling of belonging across subjects (meaning, discovering she’s good in Math doesn’t 
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make her think she might be good at Biology also). Nor does the realization give her faith 
that she’ll continue to be good in the next level. Maria’s successes in her courses make 
her feel good about getting closer to her goal, so she feels accomplished, but her anxiety 
and vulnerability keeps her worried that she might fail each time she takes a new class or 
a new subject.   
Further, Maria lacks the knowledge or cultural awareness that struggling in 
college courses is normal—it’s not a sign of lack of intelligence or lack of preparedness. 
When we are talking about her feelings about not doing as well as she might want, she 
says: 
 
 Ma: […] I would think, what if Biology isn’t for me? Sometimes you would fail at 
something or not do as well as you wanted to…you think, what if I’m not good at 
anything? That always comes into your head, that insecurity. 
 
Mo: And especially if you’re surrounded by people who haven’t gone through 
school…because…all college students….struggle in their classes. It’s what college is 
like— 
 
Ma.—yeah, someone to say, “oh yeah, that’s a hard class, don’t worry about it.” Just 
comments like that would have been nice.” [Interview 2.8.13] 
 
 
Succeeding in her courses or not performing well on her coursework leads her to feel that 
she’s not smart in general, She asks herself, “what if I’m not good at anything? That 
comes into your head, that insecurity.” And as she said earlier about going to UC 
Berkeley, “I know I’m not smart but I’m not stupid either” and getting into Berkeley 
“will be a miracle for me.”  
 
6. Teacher-Oriented Mindset 
 
 
The inter-relationship between identity and academics, combined with her history 
of feeling “not aware” and unprepared for college, makes Maria feel both susceptible to 
teachers’ opinions and reliant on her teachers to provide the information she needs on 
how to complete her assignments. While she believes in her capacity to work hard, she 
lacks confidence in her academic talent, so what makes her most secure is knowing “how 
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the teacher works” or “what the teacher wants,” as I outline below in the following 
themes: 
The teacher code appeared more frequently in her data than the other case study 
participants, and was most closely co-occurring with academic literacy practices and 
emotions. Other participants did not talk about teachers nearly as much when discussing 
their work. She was much more likely to think about the teachers’ expectations and what 
the teacher had told her while she was completing the assignment. She also makes 
decisions about what classes to take and whether to drop classes based on how she feels 
about the teacher. This was a driving factor in dropping English 1C the first time she took 
it in Fall 2012. The following stretch of data demonstrates well how predominant her 
orientation toward the teacher is when discussing her experiences and practices and the 
effects of this orientation on her feelings of security. This exchange happens in the 
context of discussing her literacy log entries about studying for her chemistry exam, and 
in doing so also we went back to how she felt about her biology class from last semester, 
her biology reports, and her biology teacher. This is the beginning of spring semester 
(2013), and I start by just asking her a general question about her “sense” of how the 
semester is going to be—and she responds to this question immediately by talking about 
her chemistry teacher.21 Maria’s experience or the quality of her experience throughout 
college is very dependent on how she perceives the quality of teaching or her relationship 
to the teacher. Then, even as she switches topics, or moves between her experience in the 
different classes or how she accomplishes assignments, she refers to the teacher each and 
every time. 
This is a rather long stretch of data, but I think the flow between topics and the 
movement from my open-ended question to her last statement about worrying whether 
“she might not be good at anything” is significant to my emphasis on this aspect of her 
identity position and attitudes in terms of how they affect her literacy practices: 
 
Mo. What’s your sense of it so far this semester? 																																																								
21 Spring semester, Maria is taking: English 1C: Advanced College Composition, Organic Chemistry II, 
and Physiology. Both Chemistry and Physiology have labs attached. She is also volunteering at Reading 
Partners in the Adelante program, and going to the advising and tutoring hours required by the CSE 
program (9 hours per week). 
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Ma: Well, am, let’s see. Well for my bio [physiology] class it seems more relaxed than 
my other class. Like it’s not as intense but it depends with the teacher too. I had a really 
intense teacher last semester… 
 
Ma. And for chemistry it’s always hard. Like, like I don’t know, it’s something that you 
have to try to understand. And for English, well, I don’t think, it’s not really time 
consuming… you do have to read a lot, but I don’t feel it takes a lot of my time because 
reading is always a good thing, and I don’t, and if the book is interesting I don’t really 
consider it time-consuming, it’s just find it like as a hobby. In that sense, feel like that 
this semester compared to last semester will be a little more relaxed just because of the 
bio class because its different teachers and it’s a different subject. 
 
Mo. So the chemistry it sounds like it’s been the hardest thing? 
 
Ma: Mmmhmmm…but then I continue to have the same teacher…like ever since Chem 
120, general chemistry…I’ve had the same professor for like a year already… 
 
Mo. How does that feel? 
 
Ma. In a way, it’s kind of good for me…I see it as a positive because I know how she 
works like I know how she teaches and what her exams will be like so I know what to 
study which is always a good thing. But then I get a little tired because sometimes she 
doesn’t—explain things as well as I would have hoped. And I always think, what if there 
was a different kind of teacher who would, like, you know, who I would be close to who 
would have taught this section and maybe I would have learned it a little bit better? I 
don’t know. There’s always that kind of like thinking.  
 
Mo. Maybe psychologically it’s nice. You feel probably safer in the class…? 
 
Ma. Yeah, that’s true, because you go in kind of secure like you know what to expect, 
you know what we’re going to do. 
 
Mo. I was noticing that in your notes about doing your bio labs [from last semester]…you 
were unsure of exactly what was supposed to be there? Am…and you were often …it’s 
like you were trying really hard both to do the labs and how to do them...not just getting 
the answers but …. do you know what I’m trying to say? 
 
Ma. Yeah, like kind of like the set up of how to put the whole lab together…yeah that’s 
one of the things I really struggled with that class. He’s very specific. Whatever he 
wanted I’d have to read carefully the directions. I don’t want to do something that’s not 
his way and I get a low score for something. 
 
Mo. Did you see him a lot in his office? 
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Ma. This is my second semester with him…the first semester I was very shy…he was 
very intimidating. I just thought “toughen up” and this is my grade and…that’s what he 
would always tell us in Bio 110…you guys have to grow a tough skin. You know? I was 
like, yeah, that’s true, but easier to say… 
 
Mo. Break that down for me. What do you think he means by that? 
 
Ma. Not take everything too seriously or not be put down by the comments he would say.  
He would sometimes say things and in his world it’s not things that he thinks would put 
you down but you know people who are insecure or sensitive they would kind of see that 
as like, bring them down I guess? That’s how he meant it—you have to grow a tough 
skin.  
 
Mo. We struggle with that as teachers and we want to encourage students…challenging 
students but not discouraging them. That’s a really hard balance actually.  
 
Ma. I remember taking things a little too seriously sometimes. I would think, what if 
Biology isn’t for me? Sometimes you would fail at something or not do as well as you 
wanted to…you think, what if I’m not good at anything? That always comes into your 
head, that insecurity. [Interview 2.8.13] 
 
 
This stretch of data is a clear example of the intersections between her identity positions 
and identity formation, her literacy practices, and her attitude toward her teachers. Maria 
is always thinking of the teachers’ expectations when working on assignments or 
problem-solving around assignments. This also means that she is sensitive to the quality 
of the teaching she is receiving—since she lacks faith in her own capacity to learn, she 
feels vulnerable and anxious when she feels she isn’t receiving good teaching. Also, our 
conversation demonstrates her reliance on her teacher for the generic requirements of 
something like a biology lab report. Maria ultimately does not feel confident enough to 
do the “guesswork” involved in attempting to do the lab correctly. Hence, “whatever he 
wanted” or doing it “his way” is the primary attitude she has in order to get it right. 
Again, this is connected to her insecurity and feeling of not belonging; she is not “in his 
world,” as she describes it, and, as an outsider, she lacks confidence in herself. 
 
These themes are also reflected in her literacy log [underlining is mine]:  
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She also says in another entry that what makes her “like” doing the assignment—by 
which she means it’s worth her time—is that it helps her to know “what [her] professor 
wants her to understand” so that she can perform well: 
 
 
 
To elaborate, she positions the teacher as the one who owns the material and curriculum. 
She understands what she needs to do via the teacher’s specific expectations and 
pedagogy rather than a more generic understanding of biology and chemistry as fields 
that have the same genres and types of exams across sections or across colleges. As I 
detailed in the earlier interview data, in talking about her chemistry class, she says she 
knows “what her [the teacher’s] exams will be like” and she wants to write the lab report 
that her biology teacher wants. While in her log above she does call it “an upcoming 
exam,” I think the dominance of her reference to teachers’ ownership of genres and 
exams throughout our interviews suggests that she largely views academic work this way. 
Arguably, this orientation occurs because of her sense of insecurity in her abilities but 
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also because she has little prior experience writing a biology report. She says she “didn’t 
know what a lab report was”, so her lack of genre knowledge creates, for Maria, a 
dependence on the teacher’s instruction on how to do it and his evaluation of it, since her 
own ability to evaluate her performance for herself is limited.  
Last, Maria’s focus on the teacher also intersects, paradoxically, with her strategy 
of independence and self-reliance. It is to the exclusion of peers who might be able to 
help her, which other participants describe, for example using study groups, and while 
she does use some tutoring offered by the campus, she only does cursorily, and continues 
rigorously preparing independently. In other words, her solitary focus on her teachers’ 
expectations and evaluations results in her relatively independent strategy for negotiating 
her achievement. 
 
7. Extensive Set of Literacy Practices Related To Studying and Completing
 Assignments 
 
As I’ve described, in order to achieve her high ambitions for transfer to Berkeley, 
Maria is negotiating: a strategy of maintaining her control over her path by exploiting, 
but not relying on institutional resources, feelings of apprehension about her academic 
abilities, an intense focus on her teachers’ evaluations and expectations to the exclusion 
of her self-assessment or opinions, and intense pressure on herself to “be on top” and “get 
every point she can” so she can make sure she has “the upper hand” in achieving her 
goals. Within this matrix, Maria developed (largely independently) a comprehensive and 
complex set of literacy practices that she talks about in her literacy log and in our 
interviews.  
When it comes to studying and completing assignments, her literacy practices 
include:  
 
• reviewing lecture notes and handouts 
• recording lectures (if the professor speaks fast) and reviewing the recordings (she 
says she often takes “up to 3 hours listening and playing back the recording so 
that I can understand the lecture”) 
• reviewing previous assignments,  
• highlighting instructions in different colors and checking off when she completes 
them,  
• drawing on prior experience with the teacher or with the assignment,  
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• strategizing how much time or attention she should give something 
• figuring out if something will result in a major assignment, like an exam or essay, 
• making flash cards 
• strategizing when to study certain material so it will be “fresh” in her head (i.e., 
before a lab or exam) or doing an assignment right after a lecture so she “won’t 
forget completely what happened in lab”) 
• strategizing “how” to read something: for instance, skimming v. reading 
everything, or reading to “find quotes I like” 
• Paraphrasing paragraphs in the margins 
 
Maria’s rich repertoire of literacy practices are impressive for two reasons. First, Maria 
came up with them largely independently and they are highly recursive. She was able, 
over the course of her studies, to develop these practices herself as she figured out what 
the teacher wanted and what worked for her to get points and get good grades. Since she 
doesn’t want to “lose” even one point on an assignment, she often has layers of literacy 
practices—she will highlight AND take notes, strategize her reviewing, re-listen to 
lectures and so on, all in preparation for a test or to complete an assignment. In my years 
of teaching community college students, I have rarely seen a student with as 
comprehensive, thorough, and recursive set of practices at their disposal. As the next two 
chapters will show, the other two case study participants, Cristina and Miranda, do not 
have nearly the degree nor the comprehensiveness in their academic literacy that Maria 
has, despite being at the institution a similar length of time. (I will describe this more in 
Chapter 7 where I discuss the implications for academic literacy that I think result from 
this research). Second, her repertoire clearly shows her capacity to be a good student, 
meaning not just get good grades but learning from her experiences in her courses and 
accumulating practices. However, since for Maria, these practices are entirely framed as a 
means of making sure that she is fulfilling the teachers’ expectations and getting a good 
grade in the class, she can’t recognize her own role or capacity in developing and 
implementing them. Since she feels unprepared for college, she often assumes other 
students already knew these things, rather than understanding that it’s a fundamental part 
of college to learn how to study, do lab reports, write essays, take exams, and so on.  
Connected to this, Maria’s practices—and her success in her courses that result from 
them—don’t add to her confidence: what gives her confidence is, still, knowledge of 
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teachers’ expectations. For example, in this excerpt, she’s describing how she completes 
her biology reports: 
 
Mo. So do you get a format? 
 
Ma. He doesn’t really give a format he just asks what has to be in there. And the student 
tries to make it organized. He doesn’t really say you need to do this this …  
 
Mo: How did you try to judge for yourself that you had organized it well?”  
 
Ma: Some of the directions it said…you need to include…[She gets out the assignment 
sheet out and read over the directions]—it said “the following demonstrates” it says 
“please explain what you did and what it demonstrates.” So I thought okay, what I did 
will be at the beginning of each experiment and then I’ll answer the questions he asks us 
and then show what it demonstrates. [She follows the order of the instructions in how she 
formats the lab.] 
 
Mo. Is this really typical that you’ll take a lot of notes on your assignment sheets?  
 
Ma. Mostly I underline and highlight the questions that need to be answered because 
mostly they get hidden.  
 
Mo. Yeah—[I’m looking at the notes on her assignment sheets—she had a lot of 
highlighting in different colors, underlining, wiggly lines.] 
 
Ma. –when you see it in black and white you can skip a question and he’ll take off a point 
and that’s like bad and I don’t want to lose a point. And then in lab I’ll answer some of 
the questions here and ask questions…[…] 
 
Mo: Was there an instance where someone told you how to do this or this was a good 
way to attack an assignment or did you figure out how to do it yourself?  
 
Ma. No I figured it out since I had taken him before…But when I first took him, I didn’t  
know what a lab was. Like, I didn’t know anything. So from this experience, I learned 
what that “this is what I need to do”. [Interview 11.6.12] 
 
 
To ensure that she follows the instructions exactly, she uses different colors and different 
styles of underlining so that she can make sure that she’s doing all the steps and 
following the details of the requirements exactly—a well-developed and systematic 
practice that she came up with herself. However, she doesn’t really give herself credit for 
it nor does it help her feel more confident that she will do well on the assignment. And 
then when we transition to whether she applies this practice to other assignments, she 
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again immediately starts talking about the expectations of her chemistry professor, rather 
than, for instance, first talking about the assignments. In another example, we’re looking 
at a biology lab assignment she had gotten back from her professor. She had folded the 
piece of paper on which she had done the assignment into square sections, and in each 
section was a neatly drawn diagram or representation of  an experiment: 
 
Mo. Were you supposed to fold it this way?  
 
Ma. No I just did that to help me draw the pictures… 
 
Mo. It’s amazing how many strategies you have for organizing yourself. It’s really 
amazing to me. You come up with ways to help yourself complete things in a really 
organized way and really systematic way. It’s a really fantastic ability. 
 
Ma. Well, he wants everything organized because he says if he doesn’t know where your 
drawing is then “I’ll be mad and I’ll be furious when I’m already looking at your paper” 
[here she’s talking in the instructor’s voice] so I want to be organized as I possibly can so 
he won’t get mad…He always tells us, “you guys have to think about how to make my 
life easier.” 
 
When I ask her or comment on the range of strategies she has and how “amazing” I think 
they are, again, she doesn’t credit herself for doing them, or for inventing them, rather 
she references the instructor’s expectations and her attempts to keep him from “being 
mad” as the reason behind her choices in how to study and complete assignments. 
 
8. Outcome-Oriented or Grade-Oriented in Completing Her Assignments 
 
Maria’s literacy practices are also directly related to her “outcome-oriented” or 
“grade-oriented” attitude. Her approach differs greatly from my other participants who 
describe doing the work in ways where they are not foregrounding the outcome in terms 
of the grade nearly as often as Maria did. Maria’s concern about her performance 
consistently over-rides the learning she will achieve or the intrinsic value the assignment 
might have for her own intellectual development. [I’m not saying she doesn’t also 
think/or get this “intrinsic” or “intellectual” value, but that it doesn’t feature in her 
descriptions of her experience often.] Because of her high ambitions, she can’t afford to 
lose points or get a low score. 
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She is so grade-oriented that she will also put aside her own opinion in favor of 
“what the teacher wants. In this excerpt below, she’s again describing completing a report 
for her biology teacher and she says the following [emphasis mine]: 
 
Ma: […] Like I remember my biology teacher saying if it’s not done the way I want it 
then I’ll get mad and you don’t want me grading your paper when I’m mad. And so I 
don’t want that happening to me. I want my paper to be graded fairly. I want my paper to 
be as neat as possible. I don’t care what my opinion is I want to do what they want 
because they’re grading my paper. So… 
 
 
This attitude makes her very strategic in her studying since all of her studying is goal-
oriented. She clearly keeps in mind what assignment will result from her work or what 
exact information she needs to get: 
 
[Here, I am following up with her on entries in her literacy log where she is talking about 
how she goes about reading a book for her composition class. She had written the 
following in her log:]  
 
 
 
[From interview:] 
 
M. It seems like you have a really practical approach to your work where you always 
know what the purpose is of your homework—thinking about relating to an assignment 
or the expectation of the professor.  
 
Is that explaining it right? Why you’re doing the assignment? 
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Ma. That’s how I always think—especially for English. Like how deeply should I focus 
on this. I really want to put a lot of attention to it so I know that’s where my quotes are 
going to come from. Because I want a good essay that’s basically your grade for English 
class. 
 
Mo. You’re very aware of what you need to get out of the work?  
 
Ma. I think so, yeah. [Interview 2.8.13] 
 
 
In another excerpt about English, she again is reading with the outcome in mind:  
 
 
 
Instead of highlighting what she thinks will be good quotes for an essay, her practice in 
other cases, here she knows she is supposed to just understand a key term, so she’ll 
underline the definition and use asterisks to mark examples.  
Maria remarks a couple times that she wishes she had more time to read, and says 
in another interview she finds reading “not time-consuming” because it’s “like a hobby” 
[2.8.13]—she enjoys it, as she also comments in this literacy log entry, she is “eager” to 
read for English; it seems to have value to her as something pleasurable. However, 
because it’s so directly linked to an assignment that will be graded, she becomes strategic 
and outcome-oriented and the practice of reading shifts to be more functional rather than 
aesthetic. In another literacy log, she describes her reading practice as basically figuring 
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out, “What will be good quotes for her paper on robots?” And she just hopes that it will 
become more interesting as she reads so that her “work” of finding quotes isn’t too 
boring [Literacy Log].  
 
E. Conclusion 
 
The meta-theme I have used to frame Maria’s experience is laden with the 
tensions that characterize her—and all three women’s—narratives. Her conceptual 
framework of “moving forward” is informed by the idea of being able to give herself 
choices. So, for Maria, independence is, at least in part, comprised of agency. However, 
she has to negotiate the space between her independence-as-agency mindset and feelings 
of academic inadequacy or lack of belonging, that result in dependence on her teachers, 
underestimation of her problem-solving ability, and a grade-oriented attitude when it 
comes to her academics. This a striking contrast to her ownership and independence in 
the process of navigating the institution, (such as choosing her courses, researching 
IGETC requirements, finding programs to participate in, etc.), choosing a career path and 
having a backup plan for that path, and making the decision to only apply to UC 
Berkeley, all of which go against much of the advice and common wisdom she would 
have been hearing. Counselors would have advised her to apply to several schools, and 
they certainly would have discouraged her from her UC Berkeley or Dental Hygiene 
plan, which demonstrates great risk-taking in conjunction with her dedication to helping 
support her family and take care of her Mom. All of this institutional navigation and 
career/school decision-making she did herself without relying on the information she 
would receive from her counselors and other staff. But because her ambitions were so 
high stakes, she couldn’t take such risks around being independent in her academics.  
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CHAPTER V  
 
CRISTINA:	“YOU NEVER KNOW”			
Maria and Cristina have similar backgrounds but very divergent academic paths 
and identity positions in relation to college and community. Both were born and raised in 
the U.S. as second generation Mexican-American/Salvadoran-American, and went 
through school in Richmond. Both consider English as their native language, and both 
had first-generation immigrant parents and undocumented older siblings, who didn’t or 
couldn’t complete their college educations, so both are the first in their families to be 
completing college. Both had and have high ambitions for their academics and career. 
Both felt they wouldn’t settle for a CSU school. Both wanted professional careers 
(Dentistry for Maria and Law for Cristina), yet both women also had back-up plans once 
they got to college that involved practical job preparation (Dental Hygiene for Maria and 
Preschool Teacher or Blueprint Technician for Cristina). Since their high ambitions were 
directly tied to supporting themselves and their families, one pathway would never, in 
their mind, realistically enable them to do that. Both are aware of the economics of 
college and the job market in the Bay Area. As a result, they both use this multiple 
pathway strategy to negotiate their personal definitions of achievement. 	
However, their differences emerge during their journey through high school, their 
earlier relationships to their communities and peers, their English literacy competencies, 
and ultimately their identities, attitudes, and strategies, which I will explore thoroughly in 
chapter 7. Cristina, who was derailed from her original goal to go to Berkeley and 
become a lawyer, has a young son, and feels immediate financial pressure to help support 
the two of them, so she has multiple academic and career pathways so that she can 
respond to the unstable economy and the unpredictability of life in general. Whereas for 
Maria, her past experience of feeling ignorant and disadvantaged, in addition to her desire 
to provide for her family in the future, is what leads to wanting to have the upper hand. 
So, while for Maria it is important to keep moving forward, for Cristina, it’s being able to 
have alternatives to help her deal with the unpredictability of life in general and the bad 
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economy: “because you never know,” as she says, multiple times over the course of our 
interviews. I used this phrase as her meta-theme since it explained her operating principle 
in making choices, guided her literacy practices, and shaped her worldview and self-
concept. 
 
A. Cristina’s Background and Context:	
I was not able to get a self-written introduction from Cristina, like Maria and 
Miranda, so I will introduce her here to the best of my ability. 	
Cristina was 22 years old (at the time of the study, spring 2013), and she has one 
son who 2 years old. Cristina and her son live in Richmond with her mother, father, and 
two sisters, one older and one younger. Another older sister lives in Los Angeles. Neither 
of her older sisters, both of whom were born in Mexico, graduated from high school, but 
both made it through 11th grade. Her parents immigrated to the U.S. from Mexico as 
adults. Her father went to school up to the 3rd grade and her Mom through 6th grade. 
Cristina was born in southern California, and moved to Richmond when she was 7, where 
she has lived since. Cristina’s mother watches her son while Cristina works and goes to 
school. Her father, who is undocumented, works “labor jobs—like Pacific Steel” to 
support them. Her mother did work in a retirement home, but eventually quit her job 
because she was being harassed by the male boss and didn’t feel comfortable saying 
anything about it because of her low level of English (according to Cristina). 	
Cristina grew up bilingual, but says English is her “native” language because 
“learned it before Spanish” [Survey]. Her parents speak Spanish mostly, and she speaks 
to them in a mixture of Spanish and English since they can understand English well, and 
speaks with her siblings and friends in “Spanglish.” She can “sorta write and read 
Spanish” but really only “learned” it in high school, although not very well. She says she 
has always considered herself “a Latina a Chicana a daughter of Mexican parents” (sic. 
Survey). In an interview, she said it was very important to her that her son be bilingual 
because it would be “a benefit to him. Like being bilingual is a really good thing. Job-
wise and like career. Like, it’s really demanding because there are a lot of people who 
don’t want to speak English so…” [Interview 6.19.13]. The relationship between being 
bilingual and maintaining a closer connection to Mexican culture, though, does not play a 
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role in her thinking: In response to my question of whether it was important to speak 
Spanish to stay close to her culture, she responded: “Culture-wise? No. Because I don’t 
really feel connected to my Mexican culture. As much as I should.” [Interview 6.19.13] 
She attended her local, public elementary, middle, and high school in Richmond. 
She had been an excellent student in elementary and middle school. She was never placed 
into ESL or other alternative English courses. She says she loved reading books up until 
11th grade which is when her life took a turn away from school. However, she also  
describes reading having been hard for her. Despite her love for reading, she says she was 
always better in Math than in English. 	
Over the course of our interviews, Cristina expresses the following as her 
purposes for college and motivation for academic achievement: 		
1. To be financially independent 
2. To be able “to do whatever she needs to do” 
3. To be a role model for her son  
4. To be the “first generation” to go to college 
5. To someday complete her dream of being an immigration lawyer and help her 
parents, who are undocumented, with their legal battles for citizenship and/or 
residency status (Cristina wanted to be an immigration lawyer from a very young 
age) 
6. To have “something” that will make her employable in the short-term, like a 
certificate in assistant pre-school teaching, so she can get a better job or a 
permanent job (rather than part time). Her plan is to work as much as she can 
while still going to school to keep working toward her dream. 	
Cristina describes having an enduring interest in being an immigration lawyer that started 
as a young age. As a result, in high school she participated in the Law Academy at 
Richmond High School and the Center for Youth Development through Law at UC 
Berkeley, a summer program that consists of classes and internships: She attended this 
program for three years of high school (despite her personal problems) and was able to 
have an internship at the Attorney General’s office in Oakland. She also won a 
provisional scholarship to the University of Southern California (USC) during her 
freshman year in high school. However, Cristina says she got “off track” or “messed up” 
in her junior year because she “got in the wrong crowd.” She only got two A’s her junior 
year—in PE and in Spanish—so she lost her scholarship to USC. Then she got in a fight, 
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and got expelled. She finished at an independent studies school, Vista High, which is also 
in Richmond, a year later than she was supposed to.  
She initially enrolled to do the Early Childhood Education program, and recently 
received her Certification for Associate Preschool Teacher—one of her “fall-back” plans 
to be able to work immediately as a teacher if necessary. Having accomplished that by 
the end of spring 2013, and with the encouragement of her advisor, she is now working 
toward her Associate Degree in Behavioral Sciences to be able to transfer to a four-year 
school (hopefully UC Berkeley) and get a degree in psychology. This switch to an AA 
track now means she has to complete her English/Math requirements and take General 
Education classes; all of which causes her stress and apprehension about her academic 
ability. Yet Cristina’s original goal to be an immigration lawyer is still her long-term 
goal, or what she calls her “main, my big goal, my overall achievement”— which she 
hopes to accomplish in about 10 years. During the course of our study, Cristina was 
working full time at a Richmond City office, attending classes, and raising her son. 	
Cristina’s journey is a powerful one in terms of the transformations she goes 
through, her resilience through change, and the tenacity she has to pursue her education 
and career. In one of her journals for her Early Childhood Education class, Cristina writes 
about how impacted she was by hearing Langston Hughes’ poem, “Mother to Son,” at a 
Dr. Martin Luther King event on campus. She writes: “It made me think of my son and 
my life, my road of what I have been threw and the struggles I had to overcome to be 
where I am at these moment.” Hughes’ poem has the famous lines: “Life for me ain’t 
been no crystal stair/ […] But all the time/I’se been a-climbin on,’/And reachin’ landin’s, 
And turnin’ corners.”/ These lines capture so achingly how Cristina conceptualizes her 
life path—the determination to keep going, to find the small successes where she can, 
making the next landing and turning the next corner in her effort to make an independent 
and professional life for herself and be a role model for her son. 	
 
B. Meta-Theme: “You Never Know”  
 
I am using the meta-theme “you never know” to encompass Cristina’s attitudes, 
practices, and strategies for negotiating achievement, a phrase that also reflects her 
philosophy toward life in general. Her experiences as a young person in school, as the 
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daughter of immigrant parents, and as a more “liberal” person than many in her 
community lead her to adopt a pragmatic attitude toward the inherent instability of life. 
For instance, Cristina currently works full time for Alameda County as an intermediate 
clerk for the Assistant Director at a childcare center. It’s a temporary position, which 
stresses her out due to the “unstable economy.” She says:		
C: “And I want something permanent. And you never know—like right now, 
where I’m working at, there’s going to be budget cuts. And I just got in so I’m on 
the chopping block. So. I have to keep my options open. So it [the blueprint 
reading path] will be like a fall-back, or a plan B, or C, like my mom would say.”  		
As she says, she wants “options” so that she can take care of herself and her son, and she 
will do whatever it takes to keep her “options open.” Like Maria, she is willing to go to 
great lengths, both in terms of commuting and in terms of lowering her career and 
academic ambitions, in order to be employable should the need arise. For instance, she 
recently took a Blueprint Reading class at another community college 20 miles away 
since she had heard there were open positions in the county permit office to be a Permit 
Technician. She also has an interim career goal of being a social worker for children (or 
something along those lines) once she completes her Bachelor’s degree in Psychology, 
which is her current plan for a major, while still maintaining her long term goal of being a 
lawyer. Cristina wants to be employable while also finishing school. 
 Cristina also describes wanting to become an immigration lawyer stemming from 
this same philosophy: the instability of her parents’ circumstances since they’re 
undocumented and the unpredictability of legal help. She describes wanting to be 
informed of changes in immigration “reform” since the law changes all the time. 
Cristina’s father has applied for legal help multiple times but never attained legal status 
and Cristina has been helping him, which she says is a “risky process” since they “don’t 
have anything in Mexico” and lawyers can scam them—“they’ll rip you off then leave 
you” she says [Interview 6.19.13].  
 Her “you never know” attitude also is integrated within her liberal mindset toward 
social issues and toward her relationships. Cristina frequently talked about how different 
her mindset was from that of her community, and her experiences have taught her not to 
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judge others (even though many people do.) In another interview, we are talking about 
how she feels she is more mature and responsible than she was in the past, when she 
starts talking about issues she cares about like abortion and gay rights. Yet she also 
struggles to put all the pieces of her journey and her community relationships together. 
She says: 
 
C. Yeah. To me, those issues, immigration and abortion because I had one, so it comes 
out of that. And I hear people say like, oh abortion that’s bad, but they don’t know how 
hard it is, actually. It’s just like, I like to know and hear all people’s point of view, but 
sometimes I’m like, why are you so dumb? You are not in that situation. Because I learn 
“never say never.” Like, because you never know what’s going to happen. You know, 
about gay rights, we live in the bay area. Like, I used to go to church a lot, and I used to 
hear abortion, and gay marriage, and it’s not right, and we’re catholics and we supposed 
to marry men and women, and we’re not supposed to kill, the fetus, like the egg and the 
sperm it’s already life, and…it’s just like…you know I hear it, but to like accept it is 
something way different. Because it’s like, you know, god also says don’t judge anyone 
and he also said he will forgive you for all your sins. So it’s like ... and then...I don’t 
know. I went bad in school. 		[…]	I think it’s more like life experience and what you actually went through that shape 
you into the person you will become. You know some people see that it’s good and some 
people see it the wrong way and say that you have to give up. But you have to take it the 
positive. 	
  
As she articulates above, Cristina has been negotiating her Catholic background and the 
views of her Mexican-American community while forging her own set of values based on 
her open-mindedness to different viewpoints. Also, the flip side of her “you never know” 
attitude is her resiliency and positivity; just like her past taught her that you never know 
what can happen, her future, equally, is undetermined. Even beyond that, she has learned 
that you can’t judge people; that we are all struggling through life, making choices, doing 
the best we can.  
As I will show more in the following sections, Cristina’s narrative of her 
experience shows the deep and inter-connected nature of her academic and personal life, 
her political views, and her identity related to her community and schooling. 		
C. Cristina’s History of Participation with Schooling: 
 
1. Really Liked School and Thought She Was Good At It. 
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2. High Ambitions	
	
3. Family/Peer/Community-Oriented AND School-Oriented Identity Position 
	
4. Took Advantage of Her Resources/Special Programs In High School 
	
5. Perceived Poor Instruction in English in School 
	
6. Contradictory Experiences Related To Identity/English/Being Bilingual.  
	
7. Despite Her Interest In School and Future Academic Ambitions, She 
Succumbed To Peer Pressure, Experienced Personal Problems, and Her 
Academics Declined.  
	
8. Strong Emotional and Financial Support From Her Family  		
Data Sets and Analysis:		
1. Really Liked School and Thought She Was Good At It		
In describing her experience in school, Cristina says she “was a smarty pants.” In her 
freshman year of high school she got “all A’s,” and she maintained good grades and was 
on the honor roll from elementary school through 10th grade. (Her junior year is when she 
got into trouble and got expelled). As Cristina puts it: “But I always liked school. I 
always had that. They [her parents] always told me and my sister, ‘education is the key’”. 
[Interview 3.12.13] While she says Math was her best subject, she was in Calculus in 
high school, Cristina also describes loving reading as a kid. She says she was a “Harry 
Potter freak.” When I asked her why she liked reading, she says: “Well I think when 
you’re reading it and it tells you something funny and you can just imagine it, like, your 
imagination goes wild.” [Interview 6.19.13] 	
It’s interesting that she describes her attitude toward school—toward liking school—
as something she “had”. She always “had” that attitude toward school, which she 
considers an advantage over many of her peers who didn’t—who didn’t care about school 
and didn’t go to college. For her, attitude toward education is a key feature of being 
educated: without it, people don’t have open minds. It’s an asset. This attitude, for 
Cristina, came in part from her family, who always encouraged her and emphasized the 
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importance of education, but it was also closely connected to her observation of the 
problems regarding immigration status that faced her family and community. Her positive 
attitude toward school is also connected to her enjoyment of Math and, at least early on, 
reading, so she wanted to learn. Yet Cristina is also using “had” in the past tense; 
meaning, that attitude of “liking school” was particular to her past. School, now, for her, 
causes a lot of anxiety and little enjoyment, which I will discuss more in her current 
attitudes, identities, and practices.		
2. High Ambitions		
Cristina had high ambitions academically and professionally ever since she was a 
young girl. She wanted to be an immigration lawyer, and to go to Berkeley and then law 
school. She says:  “I always wanted to go to a 4-year school. Like right out of high 
school. That was my—that was my main goal. I wanted to be first generation who went 
to high school and went to college and graduated from college. That was like, my 
motivation.” Cristina had higher goals for herself than many others she knew—as she 
indicates by saying she wanted to go to a 4-year school right out of high school; many of 
her peers either went to community college or didn’t start college at all. And her older 
sisters didn’t graduate from high school. She also, like Maria, wasn’t satisfied with a 
CSU school. While she was at CCSF, her first year out of high school, she describes how 
so many people she knew were going to SF State or Cal State East Bay, but her sights 
were set on Berkeley. Even when her friends asked her why she wanted to go there, she 
would say, “because it’s a great school”, compared to the CSUs which were just average. 
She also felt that she “grew up there” since she participated in the law academy and 
would do summer programs at Berkeley [3.12.13] Her high ambitions, though, caused her 
conflict and personal distress when she started having problems in high school because 
she felt she got off track. Despite her high goals and participation in special programs for 
college-bound students, she still got involved with the wrong peer group.		
3. Family/Community-Oriented AND School-Oriented Identity Position 	
Cristina has had an identity position that is oriented toward her community, 
toward her family, and toward school. So, for Cristina, her academics, family, and 
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community all connected. As I described above, the driving factor in her ambition to go 
to college is her desire to be an immigration lawyer so she could help her family and 
others in her community—a dream she says she had ever since she was young. Cristina 
doesn’t describe wanting financial independence or thinking about college in terms of 
financial independence when she was younger as much as wanting a career and being 
able to advocate for her family. Cristina has been talking to lawyers on behalf of her 
parents since she was in high school so she can try to help get papers for her mother and 
father, both of whom have been here for 25 years but are still undocumented. She 
understands that the process is “complicated and expensive” and that it’s very easy to get 
scammed by lawyers who will say they can get their residency status, but are only 
making empty promises, take their money and run. She says her dad got scammed four 
times and “almost got deported because of it because there’s not enough immigration 
lawyers who are not going to take advantage of people like my parents” [3.12.13] 
She also has always had a broader social awareness that reflects and constructs 
her community-oriented identity position. In response to a question I asked her about why 
she knows so much about politics, she says she was always being aware of and tuned in 
to the issues in her community, involving immigration especially: “I’ve always liked 
seeing what’s happening because it will affect us. Either way we know what’s going on 
or not. So I’d rather know than be surprised by it [6.19.13]. As I mentioned earlier in my 
introduction to this chapter, she is deeply affected by the challenges her parents face as 
immigrants and the ways laws constantly change. Cristina’s orientation toward her 
community has always been both deeply related to protecting and helping her family and 
other immigrants, and characterized by a political awareness of the disadvantages 
undocumented people face in the U.S. Finally, as I described above, her personal journey 
has caused her deep conflict with the Catholic views of her community. She had an 
abortion and she also is not married to her son’s father. Again, she orients herself and 
positions herself within these views by establishing her own set of values informed by her 
willingness to “not judge” others but go based on her experiences. When she describes 
these experiences and viewpoints, she shows how her identity is constructed in 
negotiation her community’s more conservative beliefs, and she positions herself as more 
liberal outsider—something that she takes pride in. 
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Her choices about colleges after completing high school also reflect an identity 
position and attitude oriented toward academics. Cristina went right to community 
college after Vista High, but she chose not to go to this college (which would have been 
the closest school) originally because she felt like “it was grades 13 and 14” and there 
were too many people she knew. So, she went to Berkeley City College for a while, 
where she says she was “doing fine,” then went to City College of San Francisco (CCSF) 
where her sister was and at the encouragement of her sister, who said she would like it. 
Cristina was excited by how big CCSF was and how many classes there were.22 She 
wanted diversity, to meet new people, and a new social life—or, as she describes it “new 
faces, new environment, new air” [3.12.13]. She liked all the programs around diversity 
that CCSF had to offer, like La Raza studies and the Puente program, and “support 
groups for individuals,” by which she is referring to programs focusing on ethnic and 
cultural identities. She describes how well-developed the diversity was on that campus, 
how “there was something for everybody”.23 Cristina’s socio-political mindset and desire 
to be part of a community that opens her mind thus started in high school and continued 
into community college where she wanted her academics and her socio-political 
awareness to intersect.  	
4. Took Advantage of Her Resources/Special Programs in High School		
 Cristina’s desire to be a lawyer and her high ambitions to go to Berkeley helped 
her decide to get involved in the Law Academy program at Richmond High and the 
Center for Youth Development in Law via UC Berkeley.24 The Center for Youth 
Development is a special summer program through UC Berkeley that gives 
underprivileged youth the chance to take classes in law and do internships in local law 
firms. It aims to give them academic and professional skills, and a curriculum that helps 
them develop self awareness, social and emotional intelligence, and leadership skills 																																																								22 CCSF has a total student population of approximately 50,000 students compared to this college’s 
roughly 8,000.	23 Cerro Lindo did also have a La Raza studies department and a Puente program; however, both were 
quite small. I noticed that many students did not know of either program. CCSF would have had much 
more visible programs given the more politicized culture on the campus in general. 	24	http://www.youthlawworks.org/ourprogram.html	
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(according to the website). She participated in the program for three years, even 
throughout her personal challenges, and was able to do an internship in the Attorney 
General’s Office in Oakland.		
5. Contradictory Attitudes and Experiences Regarding:		
a. her identity as a second generation Mexican-American 
 
b. the instruction in English she received in high school 
	
c. what English is, (i.e., primarily grammar)	
	
d. bilingualism being a strength or a hindrance. 		
While Cristina liked school, loved reading as a child, was a “math freak”, and had 
high ambitions to be a lawyer, her journey through Richmond Middle and High school 
ultimately led to highly conflicted attitudes about English and her identity as second-
generation Mexican-American. Cristina has received messages and had experiences that 
complicate her identity, her understanding of what English is, and her attitudes toward 
her particular form of bilingualism. Her experience with the school system and her local 
community also contributes to a difficult identity position as an English-dominant 
Mexican-American. As she describes below, since she was “born here,” her family thinks 
she should know English well—and by this they mean, obviously, academic written 
English. But for Cristina, learning academic English was a challenge, one exacerbated by 
feeling that she didn’t receive proper instruction like “ESL” students did. This leads her 
to “hate” English because she could never do well in it or get the “extra help” that ESL 
students got:			
C. Yeah. I don’t know. English has always been the worst topic ever. Ever since I was in 
high school. I hated English. Like, my worst subject. My best subjects were math. Like I 
was in calculus in high school. So I’m more of a math freak…and my mom is like, well 
you should be easy because english is your primary language. I’m like yes, but english 
for ESL is more—like they explain to you all the punctuation and everything then english 
when you’re actually from here. Because they don’t explain to you that grammar part. 
Like they don’t go into details as well as in ESL class. And I noticed that. 		
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M. Yeah I’ve heard students say they like to take one ESL class, like grammar, even 
though they’re not ESL. 		
C. Yeah. The extra help—cuz it’s actually true, like they [teachers] say my grammar’s so 
bad, like the way I express myself on paper is not the best. Like I write as how I speak. 
And that’s my problem. And my grammar like my run-on sentence. Just like, that’s just 
weird. My friends like I go to class with too, they’re actually ESL students and they’re 
taking the class, and they were like, why is your grammar so bad if you were born here? 
And I was like, it’s always been like that. I can remember in high school my papers were 
always the worst. Cuz of my run-on sentence. 		
M. Do you feel like you were unusual in that way?		
C. I think a lot of people were in that same situation. Like, I think it’s more harder on 
people who are—people who speak two languages. Even though English is your first 
language when you start speaking Spanish—when you start learning Spanish you get 
kinda confused with it. I know I do. Sometimes. 			
This exchange shows several important aspects of how her history has affected her 
attitudes toward her bilingualism. First, Cristina’s description of her language abilities 
shows she hasn’t received any meta-linguistic knowledge that would have helped her 
understand her bilingualism—for instance, she says above, “I write as how I speak” … 
‘That’s weird.” Yet it’s a normal feature of developing written literacy, and would have 
been so especially early in her schooling and remains a common problem for all writers, 
bilingual or not. Yet she doesn’t seem to have received any instruction or any help in 
understanding this aspect of her literacy (or can’t recall receiving it). She begins this 
entire conversation with the phrase, “I don’t know”-- a phrase she so often says or an 
attitude she expresses in relation to her writing and English abilities. She isn’t clear on 
exactly what her problems are, (or her strengths), even though she will sometimes 
pinpoint certain issues, like “run-on sentences.” However, as I describe later, run-on 
sentences are clearly not her main problem or biggest problem, but she has held on to that 
particular feature of her writing as one that holds her back from having better papers and 
better grades. She also attaches herself to the ESL community in terms of her 
instructional needs--so, she doesn’t see herself as primarily monolingual in relation to the 
school system, which she in fact is since she can’t read or write Spanish really; instead, 
she sees herself and her literacy as more related to the ESL community. Her literacy 
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needs and challenges were not, for her, something that was addressed in regular classes. 
Thus, her struggles are attached to her bilingualism; she feels that being bilingual is 
harder than being monolingual, and, even further, harder than being Spanish-dominant 
bilingual/ or first-generation immigrant. This attitude, in combination with her 
identification with ESL students and her perception that she has grammar problems, 
means, for her, that she didn’t really learn English (since she rather equates English and 
grammar, at least much of the time). So, she experiences both a (perceived) lack of 
appropriate instruction that would have helped her learn English grammar better and, 
correspondingly, an attitude that her form of bilingualism is a disadvantage. 	
It’s also striking that Cristina never describes a positive experience in English classes 
despite her love of reading; somehow the fluency in reading that she had at one point 
never translated into a classroom experience in which she could use it as a strength. In 
fact, Cristina’s love for reading as a younger person fades as it loses its purpose in her 
life. As she says, “yeah, I used to love reading. But then I was like, growing up, why am I 
going to keep reading?” [6.19.13] This attitude corresponds to her shift away from school 
and into her social life and peer group as a teenager: without either wanting to succeed 
academically or enjoying English as a subject in general, she had no motivation to keep 
doing it. 	
Her experience in school is complicated by the politics or social dynamics about 
identity and bilingualism in her community. Cristina describes the complications of being 
second-generation, English-dominant Mexican-American when she explains her status as 
a “pocha”: 	
M. So it sounds like you’re describing there’s like racism and sexism in your own
 community— 	
C—yeah [She overlaps me here]. And even like about your status in the united
 states. Like if you’re documented or not. Like, I’m considered a pocha, a
 Mexican-American.	[…]	They actually look at me as like the lower 
because I was born here not in Mexico. So I’m like, not even—I’m second 
generation Mexican. So it’s –I’m like not even—I’m like second generation 
Mexican. So you are even lower than like—if they see you talking English, and 
they talk spanish but they understand english—they talk to you “oh you think 
you’re better than us.” So there’s all this…[she can’t really complete her thought 
here]. [5.7.13]		
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Her status as a “Pocha” is indexed by both cultural and linguistic conflicts. This leaves 
her with ambivalent and conflicted attitudes and identities. While she experiences 
frustration about the labeling and prejudice in her community, she still doesn’t feel that 
speaking Spanish particularly well is important in terms of her cultural identity. In 
response to my question about speaking Spanish and its relation to her identity as a 
Mexican-American, she says, “Culture-wise? No. Because I don’t feel connected to my 
Mexican culture. As much as I should” [Interview 6.19.13] Part of this lack of connection 
is also due to how different she feels from her community in terms of moral and religious 
values, politics, and other issues. Thus, while she does feel frustration about her lower 
status or the ways people in her community judge her for not speaking Spanish, she 
doesn’t feel nearly as affected by this as she does by not being “good” at English 
grammar and writing. Her identification with schooling is stronger than her identification 
with her immediate Mexican-American community, and therefore struggles a lot with the 
feeling that she doesn’t fit in there either or didn’t receive opportunities in instruction that 
would have helped her fit in there better.		
6. She Succumbed to “Peer Pressure” and her Academics Declined 		
Despite her love for school, her high ambitions, and the support from her family, 
Cristina says she fell in “with the wrong crowd” and succumbed “peer pressure” in her 
junior year. She started hanging out with a party crowd and “gangbangers,” and she 
describes this period several times as how she “went bad.” [6.19.13] In doing this she 
essentially abandoned school. “I just didn’t care,” she says, and “I didn’t know how it 
was going to affect me.” She went from being on the Honor Roll to only getting two A’s 
her junior year: In PE and Spanish, and she doesn’t even know how she got those: “I 
never went to PE. I’m like, how did I get an A? Spanish I only went to like two or four 
times a week that whole quarter.” [3.12.13] She also talks about how she struggled with 
anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem, which contributed to her following the wrong 
crowd. Ultimately, she was expelled from Richmond High her junior year, and finished 
high school at Vista High, a nearby school for independent studies.  	
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7. Strong Emotional and Financial Support from Her Family 		
A strong theme throughout Cristina’s narrative is her identity position related to 
her family and community (the latter I discussed somewhat above). Family as the most 
frequently-applied code for Cristina; unlike the other case study participants, she is a 
Mom, and also still lives with her family and receives their support and wants to help 
them. She says that her parents always encouraged her and her sister to stay in school and 
emphasized the importance of school: “Education is the key” they would tell them, 
‘Education, education, education” and that meant college. She also frequently refers to 
the things her parents have told her—advice she receives from them, not so much in 
terms of academics or navigating the school system, but navigating life. She says her 
mother was and continues to be her “backbone” and encourages her whenever Cristina 
gets down on herself. She further talks about what an important role they play during a 
conversation we were having in relation to her Child Development class:		
C. I’m going based on my experiences—my parents, like they’re the ones who have 
always been supportive. I think it all starts from your family. And then it develops 
through your social—like who do you hang out with and what do you think of your own 
self. And that all becomes from your family. But if you let others get to you, like your 
family is the one who builds up your self-esteem, so if things come at you, you, that—I 
call it like a bubble will break. So it all starts like your first five years—		
M—A bubble like that your family creates?		
C. Yeah… That confidence that they built in you, like they tell you, oh if you do 
something wrong, don’t worry, you can do it again. You know, it takes time for it to 
happen…or “great job,” or let me see, “teach me how to do this”—like, it’s all that praise 
they give you. 	
 
It’s important to emphasize Cristina’s histories of participation as negotiated by her 
particular identity position in relation to school, family, and community. As I’ve laid out 
above, her contradictory and complex attitudes toward all three areas of her life create a 
situation in which she is constantly negotiating who she is, who she wants to be, and how 
to best achieve that. Since she doesn’t identify strongly with her Mexican-American 
community and doesn’t feel comfortable or confident in college, she is left somewhat in 
between worlds. Luckily, the support and encouragement of her family has helped her 
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sustain her path toward a career and a future degree. That said, because her family, like 
many new immigrant parents who have not gone to college, cannot provide concrete 
college success strategies or academic support, she is left to figure out these aspects of 
her achievement largely for herself.  
 	
D. Intersections with Her Current Identity Positions, Attitudes, Academic Literacy
 Practices, and Strategies 	
Cristina’s earlier confidence in her academic abilities, and her detour in high school 
away from her college prep pathway, in addition to her personal journey through a 
pregnancy and raising a son, and her professional journey starting work for the county, 
has contradictory and complex implications on her current identity position, practices, 
and attitudes as I will discuss below. Indeed, the most frequent code co-occurences in her 
data were Academic Literacy Practices-Identity-Barriers to Success. That is, in her lived 
experience, her literacy is directly linked to complicated feelings about her identity and 
presents a barrier to her goals.  
But Cristina’s is a story of getting stronger, especially in personal and professional 
terms. She has, to some extent, overcome her low self-esteem. She also has an expanded 
awareness in the world about politics, sexism, racism, and, due to her work life, she feels 
she is more mature and more responsible. Yet this strength and political awareness 
doesn’t translate into confidence in her academics nor benefit her in her academics. With 
each new accomplishment academically, she encounters a new level of challenge that she 
has anxieties about. Indeed, the closer she gets to her goal of transferring, the more 
pressure she feels not to fail. Further, her excitement about finally taking courses like 
psychology and political science where she’ll learn new things that she’s really interested 
in is compromised by her anxiety and feeling unprepared. She can’t rest easy that she’ll 
be able to enjoy the learning in these courses. This is an excruciating intersection of 
feelings for Cristina; on the one hand, “it’s crunch time” and she’ll start learning the 
things she’s excited about, but on the other hand, she’s so anxious about her writing skills 
that managing this anxiety becomes deeply challenging, and she can often succumb to 
negative thoughts that she also has to fight to build her courage and resolve and keep 
going.	
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I’ve categorized the more specific ways these intersections are happening into eight 
themes: 		
1. Complex and Contradictory Attitude toward her English Skills 
 
2. Negotiates her Achievement by Avoiding Taking Her General Education 
Courses (An Achievement Strategy)  
 
3. Feels Dependent on Tutoring Services and Vulnerable Around Teachers  
 
4. Insecurity Makes her Decide to Take Extra Remedial or “Refresher” Courses 
(Another Achievement Strategy) 
 
5. Multiple Degree Pathway Strategy 
 
6. Connects her Lived Experience to Her Academics 
 
7. Critical Attitude toward her Community and “Outsider” Identity Position 
 
8. Feels She is Stronger than She Was 
 
 
 
Data Sets and Analysis		
1.	Complex and Contradictory Attitude toward her English Skills 	
The dominant attitude that she has toward her English skills is that her grammar is 
really “bad.” This leads to her feeling that essays are her weakest point. However, when 
she starts talking about English, her problems with writing and reading inevitably surface 
as well, and in complex ways. Often she will attribute her problems in English as 
“grammar” problems—at one point, when describing how the English tutors in the 
Learning Center wouldn’t help her with her ECE assignment, she tells them she just 
wants help with her grammar because “grammar is English”. In particular, she says she 
has problems with “run-on sentences” and “I write as how I speak.” However, she at 
other times points to other writing and reading challenges that undermine her. She has 
trouble getting her “ideas down on paper,” for instance, but then at another point talks 
about writing a long paper with a lot of detail and explanation, which she doesn’t do well 
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on. She also describes her challenges with reading, especially staying focused and 
remembering what she’s read. She says, “it goes in one eye and out the other” and that 
she “hates” reading. In this conversation, she demonstrates a lack of clarity about her 
English and her attitude and toward and understanding of her struggles. While she starts 
by emphasizing her weaknesses in grammar, which is what she usually talks about first, 
she ends up flowing into how she also hates reading: 		
C. […]  English is not---it’s hard. Because I have great ideas but I don’t know how to put 
them down on paper. And always my problem was my run-on sentence. It’s always my 
grammar. It’s been my lowest point. And I just hate reading. Yeah. It has to really catch 
my eye in order for me to read it. Or else I’m just like reading it and it goes in through 
one eye and out the other—		
While Cristina had described herself as a young girl really enjoying reading, her capacity 
for it or fluency with it seems to have faded with time. What exactly is causing this is 
unclear; she says about high school, “like the only classes I got good grades in was 
psychology classes—I was like, because it’s interesting, it actually catches my attention. 
Like, you’re not gonna read a boring book. I was like, the first two pages let’s you know 
if it’s going to be exciting or boring.”25 While not reading something because it’s 
“boring” is a reasonable attitude, this comment, together with her other comments about 
“hating” it and not retaining what she reads mean, for me, that there is something more 
complex going on than just her interest level. She also never talked about any strategies 
for reading, any way that she takes notes or makes decisions about how and when to read, 
which results in her just hating the whole experience.	
Further, for Cristina, this complex set of attitudes toward her English intersects in 
difficult ways with the identity positions she has in relation to her family and community. 
As I mentioned earlier, her family and peers used to wonder why she didn’t have better 
English skills because she was “born here” and a good student. Also, within her school 
																																																								25 I’m unclear about exactly what she means here about only getting good grades in psychology; she had 
said at another point that she got all A’s in high school until her junior year, in which she only got two A’s: 
Spanish and PE. But in this case she may be referring to a course she took her last year in high school…I 
didn’t get a chance to clarify this. Again, though, the important thing here is not so much what exactly she 
did well in, but that her struggle to stay focused and retain information while reading she attributes to how 
interesting or boring something is. 	
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system, she didn’t fit into the ESL classes or the mainstream classes; neither were 
designed for the particular language and literacy needs Cristina has. This caused her to 
feel self-conscious, and also confused; and, sadly, no one in high school or in her first 
year in college helped her understand her issues or helped put it in terms for her that she 
could pinpoint the nature of her struggle and find solutions she could implement herself. 
Her current academic experiences only compound this confusion and struggle. In 
this conversation, I followed up with her to ask for clarification about an earlier 
discussion regarding how other students thought she would be good at grammar, even 
though she’s not, and how that made her feel:		
M. So then you were saying the other students made comments about the grammar thing? 
What was the situation?		
C. Oh well usually they send me their papers because they want me to correct them. Like 
when I’m correcting my sister’s papers I’m looking at them and usually – I actually did 
her paper [for the same class…] I did hers short and straight to the point and I made 
mines [sic] with more detail and more explanation and she got a higher grade than I did! I 
was like, oh…[…] And my friends actually send me their papers so I can review them 
and go over them, and they’re like, you did our papers and you got lower score on what 
you did. If your grammar should be perfect and you got grammar errors on yours, and 
like I don’t know… I think I could actually help other people bring out their ideas more 
than I could actually bring out my own ideas. [Interview 5.7.13]			
Cristina certainly can write—at least when she’s describing others’ ideas (in doing her 
sister’s paper), and she seems to be able to edit fairly well. Where she gets challenged is 
when she is actually trying to explain or express her own, more complex ideas. As I 
explain later in theme number 8, Cristina’s personal experiences, her open-mindedness, 
and her political orientation have given her a broad awareness of social issues and a 
critical thinking mindset in which she’ll see multiple sides to things. And she’s not 
satisfied with just what people tell her; she “does research” or Googles things to learn 
more about them. So it is very frustrating for her that she can’t express her ideas well in 
writing. At this point, Cristina had not yet taken a college-level English class (like college 
composition), so she had no experience writing longer essays. Conceivably this 
contributed to her struggle.  
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A striking shift in her attitude happened, however, in one of our last interviews. 
Cristina gets a piece of advice from a supervisor at work about improving her English, 
which is actually to read more. Cristina takes this to heart, despite her frustration with 
reading, and feels quite proud about it. At the end of our last interview, we are wrapping 
up the project, and there is a big pause in the conversation. At this point, she jumps in by 
talking about “the biggest improvement I’ve done”:		
M. That might be sort of all for today. Amm… [Big pause where I’m thinking of what to 
ask her—and she just jumps in]		
C. And the most improvement I’ve done is I started reading more books and I think that’s 
helping me with my grammar. 		
M. Really? What made you start doing that?		
C. Well mostly it’s from older—like from my work and my old supervisor. She always 
used to tell me, read more books it will improve your grammar. And oh I was like, uhhh, 
like oh my god. And then she was like, you don’t have to read a loooong book, you can 
read a short book, like a novel or something. And I started doing that, and then I was like 
I don’t have time anymore. And then I started reading recently, like reading like, about 
your metabolism and how to lose weight, and like healthy, and –so—and I started reading 
more books. [6.19.13]		
 
Cristina shows tenacity and courage in taking this advice and tackling one her biggest 
hurdles. I was also struck by her desire to express this within the context of this study and 
our interviews, and how she considers it her greatest “improvement.” Cristina knows that 
she struggles with writing, and, sadly, has received such conflicting messages about why. 
She also struggles to negotiate the ways this creates such conflicted identity positions for 
her. Yet, in spite of all this, she continues to try to improve, and has even taken to seeing 
reading as a valuable way to improve other aspects of her English. 
 
2. Negotiates her Achievement by Avoiding Her General Education Courses (An
 Achievement Strategy)  	
Cristina feels scared about her General Education courses, such as political 
science, which she calls “the real deal,” as opposed to the other courses she’s been taking 
for her preschool teacher certificate, so she says she avoided taking them. But she 
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expresses or defines this fear as having a set of complex causes. On the one hand, she 
describes the fear as related to her academic skills, in particular her “English” and writing 
papers. She says: writing papers is the “one that is going to kill me,” meaning the one 
assignment that might be her lowest grade or prevent her from passing a class. On the 
other hand, the fear is compounded by her feeling that she isn’t prepared to take them in 
general. She says she does not know “what to expect” in her political science class, for 
instance, since she feels her earlier courses (for the certificate) did not prepare her for or 
didn’t translate to these courses. Her ECE course, Affirming Cultural Diversity, for 
instance, only consisted of a journal assignment, one short paper, and a presentation, yet 
she knows her GE courses will ask for much harder assignments. The stretch of data 
below, however, shows the complexity of her fear: She is never quite able to settle on one 
root cause of it, instead feeling that so many factors compound to deepen her anxiety: 
 
C. I’m taking Political Science, English, Math. [For Fall 2013]		
M. Are you excited about the political science?		
C. I’m kind of excited but I’m kind of nervous. I’m like, ready to go for it. But then I’m 
like, what to expect? …		
M. What feels different about political science than the other classes you’ve taken so far?		
C. Am I don’t know, it’s like the real deal.		
M. Meaning—		
C. Like the real deal, like, your general ed, the ones that—because like for my AA, I only 
need two more classes and I’m done with my 18 units. So it’s just like crunch time, and 
I’m like I need to pass it—I need to pass it because if I don’t it’s going to take me longer. 
And I think that’s what scares me. Not being able to pass it and having to re-take it and 
the delay.	[…]	Yeah I feel the pressure. 		
 
Her academic anxiety continuously locates itself in her concern about her grammar, as I 
described earlier, yet that concern is situated within and exacerbated by the “crunch time” 
she is in; she is afraid of failing, and having to re-take a course or courses, thus delaying 
her graduation, which she can’t afford. Even taking one summer off (which her counselor 
recommended) is “not an option,” for Cristina because she feels she can’t waste time. 
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Then, even the thought of failing causes her to get very down on herself: “What if I don’t 
pass the class my first try? I’m very, when I don’t—achieve something, or I don’t get a 
grade. I become very hard on myself. Like, “I could have done this, I could have done 
that. I should have spent more time on it.” But it’s more of like, uhh, just the writing part, 
my essay parts, that are more worrisome for me.” [Interview 5.7.13] Although she was 
able to bounce back from her earlier detour from her academics, she lacks confidence in 
her ability to achieve. Cristina really struggles to negotiate her anxiety about writing with 
her fear that she’ll fail because of lack of time. On top of all this, the limited night course 
schedule adds to her anxiety about being able to finish.  	
3. Feels Dependent on Tutoring Services and Vulnerable Around Teachers  	
Cristina’s academic insecurity is exacerbated by the quality and accessibility [or 
lack thereof] of tutoring and the unpredictability of her teachers’ evaluation of her work. 
She had struggled all along to keep her pathway going given the limited availability of 
night courses, and the accessibility of tutoring also causes her a lot of stress. Due to the 
recent budget cuts, they are only open regular day hours (9-5), and she worries that she 
needs help in the whole writing process: “So it’s more of like trying to find time to 
schedule tutoring and proofreading papers and second drafts and…” While the Early 
Childhood Education program provides tutors for students in their program, which was 
helpful for her, the tutoring offered in the general Learning Center she didn’t think would 
provide enough support for her to develop her essays start to finish. 
Her academic anxiety is compounded not only by the accessibility of tutoring but 
by the unpredictability of her teachers’ expectations. In the following excerpt we are 
talking about the short paper assignment for her ECE class in which she was supposed to 
describe five aspects of an Anti-Bias Curriculum. The assignment sheet had all five 
aspects listed. I asked her how she went about writing it:		
M. So when you wrote it out, did you follow these five [on assignment sheet] did you just 
follow the order?		
C. Yeah when I first did it on—like—a one page summary, and like I came to tutoring 
they were like you should divide it how she wants it, like the five parts. And am I divided 
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it and I came once again to tutoring and they checked my assignment and they’re like, it’s 
fine, but it’s actually a new assignment so they don’t know what she’ll expect. 	
Ms. M_____ is pretty unpredictable. She wants it a certain way but she’s really focused 
on the grammar. 		
M. It’s really smart of you to go to the tutoring in advance. 		
C. I think I learned over the semesters having Ms. Mills. Because am one of my 
assignments from last year, I actually got a .5 deducted because of my grammar. Like 2 
grammar errors, I was like oh my god. I could have gotten a perfect score. 		
M. Which tutoring?		
C. The own tutoring for early childhood. 		
C. Actually I tried the tutoring in the library [the one offered by the English department]. 
But they were like, this is not our subject. But I was like, well you’re English, can’t you 
just check my grammar? But they were really rude, so I was like whatever. So I just came 
here. Yeah, like well, can’t you just check my grammar? Like, it’s not the subject it’s just 
my grammar. Like I brought you the assignment, here’s the hard copy, I have my laptop 
if you want to see it. They’re like no, this is not our subject, it’s not English,. I’m like, 
grammar is English! I was like, whatever. 		
M. So, this one you’re waiting to get back… So you’ve had her before?		
C. I’ve had her four times. So, like I’ve learned over the four classes that she’s really 
strict on your grammar so get straight to the point. But then she’s really unpredictable. 
Like this semester, she’s really more strict. The other semesters I had her she’s more 
lenient, but I don’t know…			
Like Maria, Cristina takes some comfort in having had the same teacher more than once, 
but is also affected by what she considers her teacher’s unpredictability in terms of her 
expectations and her attention to grammar. She doesn’t know what to expect in terms of 
how the assignment should be structured and how it will be evaluated. Her strategy for 
negotiating that is to use the tutoring services, but the message there, at least the one she 
receives, is that they can’t judge whether she’s done it well because it’s a new 
assignment. The implication here is that “knowing what the teacher wants” is key to 
success. Between an unpredictable teacher and unreliable tutoring Cristina in a quandary 
as to how to feel secure or confident that she’ll be able to do well on her assignments.		
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4. Insecurity Makes her Decide to Take Extra Remedial or “Refresher” Courses
 (Another Achievement Strategy) 	
All of the above attitudes toward her academic capacity make Cristina decide to 
adopt another strategy where she takes extra “refresher” courses because she feels she 
needs the extra preparation. All of these courses are non-degree applicable and delay her 
progress toward degree completion; a decision that actually works counter to the 
“pressure” she feels to finish. However, so strong is her academic insecurity and fear of 
failing her GE courses that she over-rides the urgency to make progress. She also can’t 
overcome that insecurity to feel confidence that she might be able to problem-solve in the 
more advanced courses or learn quickly and therefore be successful, and she can’t rely on 
having access to good tutoring. She describes this as follows:		
C. So summer I’m taking Education for Healthful Living and PE after work. And for Fall 
I’m taking English 142A and Math 118—I actually scored into statistics but I haven’t 
taken math for a long time—so I wanted a refresher. And for English I scored higher on 
my writing than my reading. I tried it once I took English 139 at one point, but then…I 
took it while I was in high school. So she [her counselor] told me just to get more—to get 
advanced in my writing to take 142A and then 142B and then I can go into 1A. 		
Both Math 118 and English 142A are extra courses for Cristina. Despite being placed 
into statistics, she decided to take 118, which is Intermediate Algebra, the prep course for 
statistics. Then, she also decides to take both English 142A and English 142B, both 
preparatory English courses for 1A: College Composition. However, 142B is an open 
enrollment course that, if passed, allows students to enter 1A. 142A is an optional, extra 
course (142A) for students who want more instruction or more time. The result of this 
decision—which her counselor helped her make—is that her entire fall semester is not 
actually moving her forward in terms of degree completion. Thus, her feeling of being 
unprepared, combined with her counselor’s advice to take an extra English class—makes 
her effectively delay her progress, which is exactly what she doesn’t want to do and 
doesn’t have time for. 
 
5. Multiple Degree Pathway Strategy 		
Cristina’s earlier ambition in high school to become an immigration lawyer now 
takes a backseat to her primary motivation and purpose for college, which is to have the 
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options she needs to be able to provide for herself and her son. She is pursuing her 
Preschool Teacher Assistant Certificate, which she thinks will help her with immediate 
employment, yet she also is getting an AA degree in Psychology so she can transfer—her 
intermediate goal. She still has her dream—“her overall goal” as she calls it—to be a 
lawyer, something she hopes to do in like 10 years. But since she can’t rely on her son’s 
father to provide any consistent financial support or childcare, and even though her 
family helps her financially and with childcare, Cristina is realistic about the instability 
and competitiveness of the job market. She realizes a high school diploma or even an AA 
or bachelor’s degree won’t get her a good job. She is going to do whatever she can “to 
help me make a living for me and my son” [3.12.13] This includes taking a Blueprint 
Reading class at a community college over 20 miles away just so that she might qualify 
for an open position with the city. She says: “[…] if I stop, I’m not gonna go back. But 
then I think I am…but it’s not an option right now to stop. I want to finish as quickly as I 
can because now with the economy the way it is you AA doesn’t cut it or your high 
school diploma or even your bachelor’s degree doesn’t get you a good paying job. So I’m 
just like, I can’t stop”  [3.12.13].	
This strategy of pursing multiple pathways which she takes in response to her 
desire to be employed and provide for her son, in addition to her apprehension about her 
academic skills and her lack of experience with “real” college classes, exacerbates her 
anxiety. She says her “anxiety builds up” leading her into negative thinking, or as she 
says, “all the negative, like the red flags” that only compounds her fears and makes her 
“second guess” herself. In this way, her multiple pathway strategy, combined with her 
strategy regarding avoiding GE courses and taking remedial courses, while good in some 
ways, also impacts her learning and overall progress. It also exacerbates the high-stakes 
nature of her academic and personal journey.		
 
6. Connects Her Lived Experiences and Her Academics 
 
Another strategy for achievement that Cristina adopts is to relate her academics to 
her personal life. This strategy is related to her identity position as a mother, a 
professional, and reflects her priority on family. It’s a strategy that allows her to use her 
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knowledge as a vehicle for completing assignments and to make the most of her 
education, even though her certificate path and early childhood ed classes are not what 
she might prefer to be studying.  
As she describes working on two different assignments for her ECE course, 
“Affirming Cultural Diversity,” she is the most fluent and most thorough of any 
assignments we had discussed. For her Media Assignment, she had to watch some form 
of children’s media and write a one-page synopsis about five different aspects related to 
the Anti-Bias curriculum they were studying [“Media Assignment”]. In discussing how 
she went about that assignment, she describes how she chose a show that she used to 
regularly watch with her son when she worked less hours called “Sofia the First,” about a 
princess who wants to be on a derby team but is told she can’t because “it’s not a princess 
thing.” Cristina describes how she thought this went to “the typical stereotype of what 
women should and shouldn’t do, but here comes a 7 year-old little girl who’s like, no, 
I’m going to do it, anything is a princess thing.” Cristina clearly resonated both with 
having watched the show a lot with her son and with a woman-character defying and 
society’s expectations—something that Cristina has been fighting with most of her life. 
In her journal for the class she writes about fighting against how people judge women 
because of their weight, which she has experienced, and causes her to be really hard on 
herself and depressed. “This class is really making me look within myself” she writes at 
the end of that entry. The last assignment that demonstrates this strategy is the Persona 
Doll assignment, in which she creates a doll that will help children learn about a bias or a 
discriminatory action. For this assignment, she reflected on her work at county center, 
and brainstormed biases about kids with glasses or kids who aren’t potty-trained yet. 
However she ends up deciding to go with the glasses doll since she wears glasses too, and 
felt that by connecting to the assignment it was easier for her to do. [Journal-“Persona 
Doll”]. 
  	
7. Critical Attitude toward her Community + “Outsider” Identity Position	
 
Cristina’s awareness of her social context and social issues, and her political 
mindset shapes her worldview, and, as a result, affects her journey, her choices, and her 
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sense of self. Cristina’s past experiences, both personally and in relation to school and 
work, have given her an awareness of racism, sexism, gender roles and local politics. Her 
original activism in wanting to be an immigration lawyer to seek justice for her parents 
has continued to grow, and her professional, academic, and personal experiences 
intertwine to reinforce her “open-mindedness” as she calls it. Yet this open-mindedness 
sets her apart from her community, making her also feel like somewhat of an outsider.26  
Cristina has an acute understanding of politics, such as being able to talk about 
California’s political landscape in relation to other states, the particular dynamics of 
democrats versus republicans in California versus other, more conservative states. She 
also sees that the dynamics of racism intersects her society and community in a number 
of complex ways. Yet she astutely perceives that California’s “liberal” attitudes don’t 
extend fully to issues of racism or immigration. Her consideration of these issues is 
interwoven throughout her personal and academic life, as I’ve described above in terms 
of her career goals, but they also figure importantly in her self-concept and identity 
position related to her community. She writes in an earlier journal entry, “I realized that I 
have always been a victim of it [prejudice] because of my skin color and gender or 
looks.” She expresses several times in our discussion and in our focus group that the 
religious conservatism and sexism in the Mexican-American community is something she 
considers a form of discrimination, which is a struggle, since religion is one of the 
unifying features of the Mexican-American community in her opinion. She also points to 
several ways that the Mexican-American community is not as liberal as San Francisco, 
for example, which “has pride” and is frustrated with the racism and sexism in her own 
community. Her more liberal attitude separates her from her community, yet also lends 
her a kind of pride and sense of strength that she can be “open-minded” and think for 
herself. She says in another entry: “I kinda got upset when one of my classmates was 
insisting that gay men where connected to being pedifiels, because to me research has 
shown straight men are more likely to be pedifiels. [Journal 1.31.13] Her open-
mindedness is both a result of and contributes to her hunger to learn—everything from 																																																								
26 I will discuss more her insider/outsider or the ambivalence of her identity position in relation to both 
school and her community in the Academic Literacy Practices section. It’s also connected to her particular 
experience of independence.  
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reading the newspaper at work to do doing research, she continually wants to be 
“informed” and grow and learn beyond what her local context would offer her. 	
In the excerpt below, Cristina and I begin by talking about her “Persona Doll 
Assignment” for her Early Childhood Education class. The curriculum had to do with 
using an Anti-Bias Education curriculum with preschool children. In turn, the journal 
assignment and final exam for the class also have to do with what the students have 
learned about themselves and how they might discriminate or “how society makes us 
think a certain way” [5.7.13] In doing this assignment, Cristina wrote in her journal about 
how she learned that she is “strong-willing about certain topics and discrimination and 
I’m very open-minded and I speak up when I see something that is unfair.” So, I followed 
up with her one what she meant by that, which led to a discussion about the racism and 
sexism she sees in the Bay Area [Affirming Cultural Diversity Journal]. In this stretch of 
our conversation, she raises the issues of religion and homophobia in her community, 
racial profiling, the racism in perceptions of immigrants as criminals, and the internalized 
racism of her Mexican-American community, which values light skinned over dark-
skinned people:		
C. Yeah. I’m very open-minded.		
M. So those were the topics through the class—when you say “strong-willed” do you 
mean you have strong beliefs about them?		
C. Yeah, like. Like a lot of people saying that people who get abortions aren’t--they don’t 
think about anyone else but themselves. And like gay marriage, they’re like, that’s not 
right. They go back to the religion part and everything. And the immigration thing, 
they’re like people come to this country just to take jobs to commit crimes. Like what I 
see is what they see in the media. 		
[..] We see on the TV recently like those shootings at the schools with…the…navy 
guy…Christopher…like he was running away from the police. Like if see that they were 
saying that he was a criminal but if you see that the democrat—but when you see the guy 
that shot all those kids in the school they were saying like he has a mental problem. But 
this person here, the person of color, like he’s a criminal…[…] I’m like, why is it always 
when there’s someone who’s Caucasian who’s they’re like, it’s a family issue or oh his 
mental problems, but if it’s African, or Latino or someone of color it’s like oh, he’s a 
criminal. I’m just like, why is it still that way?	[…]	We see the white supremacist still 
existing. 		
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M. Oh yeah. And sometimes living in the Bay Area—		
C: What I see in my experience is that my own -- they are the people who are most racist 
toward their own race. 		
M. Really?		
[…]  	
C. Like, family members. If you see your family, like you know, they’re –they all go on 
skin color. Like who’s darkest and who is lightest. If you’re light, like my nephew, like 
he’s light-skinnded, like he’s white, with his hair is like not gold but brown like a light 
brown almost blonde and his eyes, he has a hazel eyes. And his brother is dark skinnded, 
like super dark, dark hair and dark eye color, and they always tell my sister that oh why 
do you have one that’s lighter—or el guero or el negro—		
M. So it sounds like you’re describing there’s like racism and sexism in your own 
community— 
 
C. Yeah--	[Interview 5.7.13]		
She is also highly aware of the gender role expectations and sexism she sees in 
her community, which shapes her attitudes toward being independent. Her perspective on 
gender roles has come from her own experience getting pregnant and being a single 
mother, her mother’s advice and guidance, her family, in which her mother ran the 
“financials” and her Dad worked, and the broader “latin community” she has met and 
become part of by working for the city and going to this college. Like all the case study 
participants, she is determined to be independent. As Cristina’s mother told her, “don’t 
depend on anyone but yourself. You have to look to your future—us, as women, being 
independent. We have more to prove.” (Interview 6.19.13) On the survey, in response to 
my question about how her identity as a woman affected her, she said, “Mostly in my 
relationships because I am an independent woman and I do what I want when I want.” 
Her statement here indicates an attitude of independence that comes from having to fight 
against some of the sexism in her community. And, like the other women in this study, 
her freedom is always constrained or informed by the responsibilities she has as a mother 
and family-member. Her independence and responsibilities—a feature of being a Latina 
woman—are deeply intertwined.		
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Later in the interview, she describes her perspective on the psychological 
differences between men and women, and what motivates women to be more oriented to 
completing degrees:		
C. […] And like getting involved in other Latin communities like other Latin cultures I 
see that same sexism--And I’m like, why is it still like this?		
Like, women are the same level if not higher than men. Because, when it comes to men 
and women, like men are weak. In general, like emotional, they’re weak. They’re not like 
strong in that part. Because I think it’s just in our genes. We’re just like being—like 
getting through those emotional situations, like we’re multi-taskers. And men, I don’t 
know. I don’t trust men.		
M. And how do you see that playing out situation playing out when it comes to achieving 
through college and your career. Those strengths and weaknesses playing out in that 
way?		
C. In my point of view, I always thought that women go for a higher education because 
they think in the future. Future-wise. And men think in the present. Like I want the 
money now. No matter if I have to work ten, twelve hours a day. Instead of looking to the 
future to say work less hours, make more money. And women tend to look at that 
because we have more responsibilities, which is our children. Like in my household, I 
always see like my Mom was the one that you know she was the one running the 
financials. Like my dad would work, but he would give my mom the money and she 
would pay what needed to be paid. And what was—my dad’s paycheck was actually my 
mom’s.  	
And I think that’s why—I want to push my son to have an education. To not think like 
his dad that is just—his dad didn’t even finish middle school. And I actually push his dad 
sometimes like, go, learn english, go get your GED. Become something else. What I see 
in him is like no, I have to work. I have to make money, I have to provide …And I’m just 
like, I work also and I go to school, why can’t you do it? What’s your excuse? So it’s 
like, they don’t have that motivation that women do. Because we actually have a 
motivation, like our kids, to provide for them. And to provide a better future. 		
M. Would you agree to say that the motivation to provide for kids is to take care of 
yourself too? 		
C. Yeah… […]	My mom always taught me do not rely on no one but yourself. Especially 
I mean, on guys. No matter how many kids you have they will leave you. You’re the one 
to decide how many kids to have if you do, you’re the one who’s responsible to take care 
of them. […] Men don’t think about anything else but themselves. [laughing] 			
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Cristina’s idea that women are able to motivate themselves through obstacles because 
they “think about the future” and want to be independent exactly mirrors the way she 
understands and motivates herself. It’s both an attitude and an identity position that drives 
her every day. Her desire to be independent and provide for herself (since she can’t rely 
on a man) keeps her working all day, studying and going to school at night, and coming 
home so tired that she “can’t even watch TV”.	Further,	her goals for her son—that he 
turn out different than his father—go even deeper than just the idea of getting an 
education to get a better job. Instead, she links her own desire to advance herself and 
transform herself into a professional woman and break out of the mold of her family and 
friends to what education would do for her son’s father: “Become someone else” she 
urges him, despite his desire to work and not pursue college. This statement again reflects 
the power of her attitude toward college and speaks to the investment in it as an identity.		
8. Feels She is Stronger than She Was 	
Cristina has contradictory feelings about her past; she often expresses frustration 
at her current circumstances and wishes things were different, but she also feels that she 
is stronger for having gone through her experiences and has developed her own 
worldview, different from her community. 	
As we’re talking about how she feels more mature, she at first starts talking about 
how she has started thinking for herself, again in relation to issues like abortion and gay 
rights. Then, I transition to asking her the open ended question, “what way would you say 
you’ve changed the most over the past few years? She responds: 		
C. Having more patience. More understanding.		
M. What about toward yourself?		
C. Toward myself? That I’m actually pretty stronger than what I thought. Because my 
mom says that I put up a front. That I’m strong but that I’m an emotional wreck inside. 
But, yeah. I think it’s like, you know, being strong. 		
M. More than you ever thought you were?		
C. Yeah.		
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M. That’s amazing—[She starts to cry which makes me start to cry.]		
M. Maybe for a good reason though—you should be proud. And I think you’ll make a 
difference for another people.		
C. Yeah. Cause I like, from my anxiety to my depression to like everything my mom’s 
like telling me, oh you overcame this and you didn’t let it get you down…and even 
though my anxiety builds up every time I’m stressed...but she [her mom] says, ‘you’re 
stronger than what you thought… your confidence is rebuilding’. [Interview 6.19.13] 		
While Cristina’s way of expressing her newly discovered strength at times shows her 
doubt, and is challenged by her academic anxiety and concern to get a solid career, she 
still emphasizes that she does truly feel a growing sense of strength in herself. She is still 
in the process of reconciling her past, present, and future self and how she feels about her 
life choices and circumstances.  
But she also understands the benefit of working, which has made her more mature 
and more responsible. She values the benefit of hard work and respecting people:		
M. Just switching gears a little bit. Do you think working … like is there a way that it 
helps you in school? […] Or is it mostly an obstacle?		
C. I think it goes hand to hand. Because you learn responsibility. And you learn that it 
will pay off in the long run. Like…it’s made me more responsible. Like, you know, 
deadlines, trying to do good. […] It shows you professionally how to develop yourself. 
Like in school, in class. Like you will get upset, but you calm down and you say, okay, I 
have to go talk to my professor and find out what’s going on. And you can’t scream at 
them, or lash out at them like you know show them respect. Because they are in that 
place for a reason. Not just because it’s given to them, They worked hard for it. So if we 
want to do something like that we have to work for it.  [6.19.13] 	
Part of her story of change is the success she has had in her professional life, and 
the fact that people know that she works hard. She also interconnects her personal 
development away from her rebellious attitude or anger in high school with her work 
opportunities, which have helped her grow. All of these intersecting experiences help her 
on her journey; working is not just an obstacle to her academics but also a benefit to her 
emotionally. This pride in her work also helps counter-act the insecurities she has about 
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her academic skills. She describes a conversation with her mom, in which she was talking 
about her “networking” and her hard work. She says: 		
C: And we were kind of laughing at it. Because she’s like, you went from hanging 
out with gangbangers and drug dealers and drug addicts to talking to directors to 
lawyers to…city council members to open up my network […] Until this day, I 
have pretty good friends that are willing to help me pursue better careers or help 
me get a better job because they see the hard work I do” [6.19.13]		
Cristina has moved beyond her personal and social problems, and she has built 
relationships with people based on her hard work. In another conversation, Cristina 
describes how her mother wanted her to go to the graduation ceremony after finishing her 
certificate so that “she could feel accomplished.” She starts talking about how both she 
and her younger sister, who plans to transfer to USC, are “first generation” to go to 
college, so I ask her if that makes them proud of themselves, to which she responds: 		
 
C: Yeah, I tell my sister, “we beat the statistics.” [She starts laughing…] But she’s 
like, “I beat it because I didn’t get pregnant at all” [whereas Cristina did]. She’s 
like, “you only beat it halfway.” [Interview 6.19.13] 		This intersection of personal experience, professional life, and her academics contribute 
to a deeper understanding of the path she’s on. Cristina’s thoughtful mindset, her 
curiosity, and her activism toward her community helped her begin finding coherence in 
her academic “detour” into Early Childhood Education. She thought, at first, this 
certificate was just a back-up plan, but in reflecting on her academic journey and her 
choices she realizes “it’s connected!” She feels like ECE actually was “directly related” 
to the law because in terms of understanding what motivates people since the five years 
are so important—it’s “where your development starts.” This also leads her to find value 
in pursuing psychology as a transfer and associates degree path, since her interest is “why 
do people do things? What does the brain work the way it does?” The result of all these 
intersections is also to feel that she had actually been making some good choices. As she 
says, “Yeah, I did something smart without even thinking about it that way.” [6.19.13] In 
sum, Cristina’s narrative shows how the challenges she faces balancing her 
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responsibilities, struggling academically, and having multiple pathways are the very same 
combination of factors that contribute to her identity as a strong, independent and 
college- and career-oriented woman. 
 
E. Conclusion 
Cristina’s journey shows her remarkable resiliency to setbacks and an ability to 
persist in her education, despite her responsibilities to her son and her anxiety about 
doing well in her GE and major courses to transfer. Indeed, her responsibilities are what 
drive her to overcome her challenges, and her success in doing this makes her feel she is 
“stronger” than ever. She overcame anxiety, depression, falling in with the wrong crowd, 
and low self-esteem. She believes that everything she has gone through, her personal 
problems, and even her detour into Early Childhood Ed, has a purpose, a reason, and is 
“connected,” and it has all helped her in her future career in law since she is always 
wanting to know, as she calls it, “the why”—why people do things or why something is 
happening. Being in community college was a key piece of overcoming her personal 
challenges, and it has helped her begin to “rebuild” her confidence in herself and her 
ability to provide for her family while also attaining the career goal of becoming a lawyer 
she had originally set for herself. While she continues to be challenged academically and 
negotiates a lot of fear and anxiety related to her coursework, she continues to strive for 
the better life and the independence for herself and her son that she so strongly desires. 	
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CHAPTER VI  
 
MIRANDA: “SELF-BELIEF” 
 
I end the case study chapters with Miranda, and the transformative power of “self-
belief”—her phrase—that I have adopted to characterize Miranda’s journey. Miranda’s 
background differs from Maria’s and Cristina’s in that she was born in Mexico and came 
to the U.S. at age 11, and speaks English more as a second language (although this 
distinction arguably is not really appropriate for her, which I’ll discuss in the chapter). 
Her identity position in relation to her academic ability is thus very different from the 
other two, and her growing confidence is in stark contrast to the anxiety and vulnerability 
that Maria and Cristina continue to feel. Yet similar to Miranda, who said her personal 
struggles were what she learned from the most and grew from the most, both Miranda 
and Cristina say that these experiences made them stronger and better people. “You 
actually went through it”—literally—is the phrase both women use to describe how 
obstacles and challenges have shaped them into the strong women they are today, and, 
both start crying when talking about this aspect of their journey. 
 
A. Miranda’s Background and Context 
 
In response to my request that she introduce herself to the dissertation audience in 
her own words, Miranda wrote the following: 
 
“Hello, my name is [Miranda] I am twenty years old. I am a full-time student at 
Cerro Lindo College. I landed in this particular college because it is the closes one 
to my home yet it has a lot of references. This is my third year attending this 
college. Until, two years ago I was sure I wanted to get into the medical field but 
without knowing what to expect from it I determined to push through-out my 
general education. Once I noticed that it was not enough, that I needed that 
"sparkle" in my daily life, in that exact moment I enroll into the medical assistant 
program. So far, it has gone great. A year left to become a medical assistant. I 
have noticed that I love caring for others, so why not show it ! My dreams, I have 
plenty of them and willing to accomplish, every single and one of them. As for 
my goals, I want to be a registered nurse and head for nurse practionered. As my 
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message to others out there is: to always follow your dreams, goals, and 
desires.  There is a gift in each one of you, for it to come out we need to find it!”27 
 
 Miranda was born in Mexico and came to the U.S. when she was 11 years old. 
She immediately started 5th grade in Pinole in the mainstream class, halfway through the 
year, even though she “didn’t know no type of English at all” as she puts it. While she 
received some ELD (English Language Development) support, she says it was not 
helpful, so she relied on her friends who spoke “fully English and Spanish” to help her 
learn and with her homework.  
 Miranda’s parents attended school in Mexico—her mother through elementary 
school and her father through middle school. Neither attended or completed high school. 
She says in Mexico her mother and father both completed “short programs” (vocational 
certificate programs), and her mother worked as a secretary in a hospital and her father as 
an electrician. Her mother also used to go back and forth between El Paso and Durango 
to buy and sell clothes to make extra money, until at one point she left and didn’t came 
back. Several months later, her father explained that they wanted to move the whole 
family to the U.S. So, her father left, and Miranda and her brother stayed with their 
grandma and Auntie until they both were brought over. The family was living in 
Richmond, where they had extended family already, including an uncle who owned a 
construction business, so her father immediately began working for him. Her mother 
began working in catering. Miranda describes how unstable both her parents’ jobs are; it 
all depends on whether there is work for them or not, which can make it hard on the 
family to pay bills, and, now, school tuition for her. Since Miranda, like all her family, 
does not have citizenship status, she is paying out-of-state tuition for college, which is 
about 400% higher than in-state tuition and she is ineligible for financial aid.28 
 Miranda describes being initially excited about coming to the U.S and starting 
school but encountered a lot of challenges. She tried to overcome her shyness and speak 
and ask questions in class, and made friends, who helped her in school. While Miranda 
did reasonably well in elementary school, she gradually began to have “personal 
problems” as she describes them and stopped doing well in or enjoying school. Despite 																																																								
27 As mentioned earlier, I’ve reproduced the participants’ language word for word. No edits were made.  
28 Thankfully, by the end of the study, Miranda had submitted paperwork to receive in-state tuition and 
financial via the Achieving the Dream initiative and was approved. 
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these personal and motivational struggles in high school, she did participate in the Health 
Science Academy at Richmond High (a learning community program, similar to the Law 
Academy that Cristina attended, designed to help students get career-oriented in health 
fields). Her participation in that, along with her experiences at Planned Parenthood, 
motivated her to keep going in the medical field once she started college. 
Miranda came to college uncertain of what she wanted to do—all she knew was 
that a high school diploma wasn’t going to “take [her] anywhere” as she put it, besides “a 
$8 an hour job at McDonalds.” Also, her parents expected her to go to college; Miranda’s 
parents emphasized to her and her brother that they didn’t want their children “to end up 
like them.” She describes how her father used to tell her she would go to Berkeley, that 
she had to apply for scholarships, and would constantly ask her what she wanted to do 
with her life. She describes how her lack of clear ideas about college and the intense 
pressure from her parents caused her to struggle her first semester and fail several of her 
classes.  
Yet, as I will describe more below, she eventually found her own internal desire 
to prove to herself that she could become successful in college, and to eventually support 
herself and her family. Over the course of the year and via her involvement in the 
Medical Assisting Program, she decided she now had a “main, long-term goal” to get her 
RN and be a nurse practitioner. Even though she knew it was hard and competitive, (only 
about half the students who apply get in to the LVN program), she was determined to try. 
She also had started thinking about being a counselor since she enjoyed helping people 
and listening to them. She was very concerned, though, that she was “following a path,” 
not doing a whole bunch of different things, so she wasn’t sure she would do counseling. 
By the end of the study, which was her second year, she was completing her certificate in 
Medical Assisting, and starting her prerequisite courses for nursing. 
 
B. Meta-Theme: Self-Belief 
 
Miranda’s first years at community college were a journey of self-discovery, 
toward what she calls her “self-belief”: She originally used this phrase in a paper for her 
personal development class, called “My Personal Development,” in which she wrote:  
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“Every time I look at myself in the mirror I see someone special, someone unique, 
and someone that has defeated fear, low-self steam and has now changed for the 
better […] In my perspective, taking a personal development class may help a lot 
of people. Because you will grow in every aspect of your life, you will learn how 
love yourself, your self-belief will be higher, you will learn to managing your 
time correctly, set goals and stay motivated and many more” [Collected 2.11.13] 
 
While Miranda wrote this about her personal development class, her personal growth—
or, what I am naming [via her own term] the increasing clarity and strength of her “self-
belief”—was an overarching theme through our interviews and her writing. Miranda’s 
dominant perception of and narrative about her college experience was as a personal 
journey—her academics were filtered through and figured into this journey— the story of 
her transformation into “the woman [she is] today” (again her own words). In our very 
first interview, I asked her about a “significant moment or event” that has happened to 
her so far in college, and she immediately answered by talking about her personal 
development class which was making her “realize more things about herself” [10/1/12]. 
Her emerging sense of her maturity, independence, and self-esteem continued as she 
moved through fall into spring semester. Yet it’s not just these qualities that characterize 
her growing self-belief but also her emerging identity—finally understanding herself—
not just what she wants and what she thinks but who she is. She says: “I mean, when you 
don’t believe in yourself and your values, it’s really tough, cuando no [when you don’t] 
understand who you are and like, like who you are…” [6.24.12]. 
She says in another interview that her Mom had told her that she had changed a 
lot mainly in her “attitude.” She says she used to be very “rebelde” (rebellious), and she 
got very angry about things. For example, in relation to their financial struggles, she 
“would get mad and say it’s not fair that they [people with money] can have things that I 
can’t” [12/10/12]. But now, Miranda describes how her mother told her she is: “more 
responsible, you, comprende mas la situacion, [you understand things better], […] you 
are more responsible, more mature than last year.” When I followed up with her in a later 
interview by asking exactly what she meant by “comprende mas” she says: “Yeah I 
understand more about what’s going on and what their [her parents’] situation is and 
where they’re going…I don’t focus myself too much on myself I focus on the whole 
family wants and the whole family needs and I try to help all of us” [6.24.13]. Miranda’s 
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increasing self-belief is intertwined with her increasingly mature relationship to her 
family, and trying to help take care of them. She also comes to realize that she has been 
treating her parents badly, being selfish, and she now wants to make them proud: “Now, 
when I graduate, I want them to see me walk the stage” [6.24.13]. 
When I asked her what turning point made that change in her attitude, she says:  
 
Mi. I mean, I don’t know specifically, but I think it’s college. Because before I never had 
that responsibility--like a really responsibility. But coming to college and having to 
college, like I have to do the work, no one else is going to do it for me. That’s basically 
it-- I can’t think of anything else. [12/10/12] 
 
 
Furthermore, when I would ask her specific questions about identity having to do with 
ethnicity or academics she would answer in a way that generalized the question into one 
about personal qualities and emotional growth. For example, in response to my question 
about whether being a college student was becoming a bigger part of her identity, she 
agreed, but then went on to emphasize how she had changed more personally, saying: 
“Yeah, like being a student. Well before I used to be really negative and now, like, I 
don’t know-- I think I changed a lot. I am more alert of things I look at them in a positive 
way I try to cope with things and hope for the best. [12.10.12] What stands out foremost 
for Miranda is her own identity as a unique individual, growing and changing into her 
own person via her college experiences. For Miranda, being in college is inextricably 
intertwined with her personal growth rather than just her academics. 
Miranda even comes to see her past problems in high school via this lens of self-
belief, which lends to its viability as a meta-theme in that it also links her past and future. 
When I asked her to reflect back what she took away from high school, she doesn’t focus 
on academics but on her unrealized potential and learning from her mistakes: 
 
 
M. Maybe, like, what do you think is the most important thing you took away from high 
school coming to college? 
 
Mi. Am my mistakes. [Answers very quickly]. Just the things that I messed up during 
high school.  
 
M. And when you say things do you mean personal things or school things?  
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Mi. School things. Because I know I could’ve gotten way better grades and done way 
better in school. Instead of messing things up I could’ve had the chance to do way better 
than I know I did. [..] And I know I have the potential to do way better than what I did. 
[…] But when I look back at it, I don’t regret it. Because I took, like, I--- all the things I 
did, my mistakes, I learned from them. Not to do them again. So it’s kinda like a good 
way with learning.  
 
M. Yeah, you actually went through that experience? 
 
Mi. Yeah like if I didn’t have gone through that experience I don’t think I would be here. 
Probably. I don’t think I would be here. If I had did my best in high school (snaps her 
fingers). Work. Just start working. I think that’s probably how I would think about it. 
[Interview 6/24/13] 
 
At another point, she most succinctly says: “Well I feel like my high school is what made 
me who I am today.” At this point in her life, she is re-imagining or interpreting, her past, 
present, and her future via her increasing self-belief; that she is a person who is changing, 
becoming more mature, and learning from her experiences. This past experience in high 
school, rather than being something she regrets, becomes something that is actually 
instrumental in her moving forward and an important piece of her journey toward being a 
college student, a nurse, and a daughter who helps her parents.   
 In our last interview, I asked her, “What does success mean for you in college?” 
To which she responded again by intertwining her professional, academic, and personal 
goals:  
 
Mi. Well, success for me is setting goals and reaching the goals. And also success for me 
means being happy with who you are and where you are and what you are. And just 
doing what you want to do. Like, success could just be something really small. Like, for 
me, for example. I could say I could be successful if I go hike the biggest mountain in the 
Bay Area. And I do it. That’s being successful.  
 
M. What would be examples of some goals that you have? 
 
Mi. My main goal is to be a registered nurse. That’s for now. I know I want to be 
something greater. Another goal is to lose weight. I want to improve in my English and 
be able to write really well. What’s another thing….my attitude.  
 
M: What do you mean by attitude? 
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Mi. […] I have a strong attitude, like I can be really mean, I can really disrespect people. 
But I don’t want to be like that. Like, for medical assisting you have to have a lot of 
empathy […] Just the way I express myself toward people…that’s like the most hard 
thing I have…or have ever done…I don’t want to degrade myself!! [6.24.13] 
 
Even as Miranda describes the range of goals she has for herself—being a nurse, losing 
weight, improving her English—she ends by saying that her motivation for changing her 
attitude is: “I don’t want to degrade myself!” Again, Miranda is discovering her need for 
self-respect; exactly as she wants to “prove to herself” that she can be successful, rather 
than just do it to prove it to her parents, she also wants to change her attitude because of 
her commitment to “self-belief”—being able to value, respect, and believe in herself. 
 
 
C. Miranda’s History of Participation with Schooling: 
 
 
1. Started School Nervous, But Excited, But Soon Disconnected From School and 
 Experienced Personal Problems. 
 
2. “Not Helpful” Instruction in English 
 
3. High Academic Ambitions Imposed on Her by Her Parents 
 
4. Pragmatic Academic Attitude 
 
5. Predominantly Peer, Family, and Community-Oriented Identity Position 
 
6. Began to Use Her Educational Relationships to Overcome Obstacles 
 
Thematic Analysis with Data Sets: 
 
1. Started School Nervous, But Excited, But Soon Disconnected From School and 
 Experienced Personal Problems. 
 
 Miranda describes how when she first came to the U.S. she was initially excited, 
but once she got here, and encountered a “new language, new friends, new school, new 
everything” so she got “shaky” and “depressed.” She was shy, thinking that people would 
“be making fun of [her] accent.” It strikes me as important that she talks about “new 
language” first in that line of new things she expected. It makes clear how central 
language is to belonging and to learning, to feeling that one can have relationships to 
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others, to institutions, and to ones’ own self. Cristina’s experience as an English-
dominant bilingual who struggles with language and identity is an interesting contrast to 
Miranda’s experience as a Spanish-dominant bilingual, a theme I’ll explore in the last 
chapter.  
Yet being the courageous person she is, Miranda soon realized that she had to 
“grow out of [her shyness]” and try to ask questions. “When I ask questions, I want the 
answer,” she says, “just to make sure I get the point or you know…” Her father also 
encouraged her to overcome her shyness and to raise her hand in class and ask questions. 
She also got help from her friends who “fully spoke Spanish and English.” In general, 
through about middle school, she enjoyed being there and wanted to learn. 
 However, her engagement with school and learning shifted. By high school she 
“didn’t care” about school, or, much of anything, as she describes it. She partied with her 
friends, skipped class, didn’t do her homework, didn’t show up, and, if she showed up, 
she sometimes showed up drunk, or would talk or text or be on the phone: 
 
Mi: I didn’t really care about anything. Anything at all. I was like, whatever. Oh 
whatever. That would be my answer. […] I mean, if you had seen me in high school you 
would have thought I was crazy and a knucklehead […] I mean, for me, high school, was 
fine. I mean, it was high school. But I had a lot of…como se dice…rocks in my way. I 
mean, I had an alcohol problem…and I feel really sentimental about it” [starts crying]… 
[Interview 6/24/13] 
 
Miranda never clearly identified to me the main cause of her struggles with “teenager 
stuff” as she calls it. It seems that a combination of factors in adolescence started 
occurring: her interest in friends over school, the pressure from her parents and conflict 
with them, her “rebellious” ( a word she kept using in reference to herself) attitude, her 
lack of clear career or academic ambitions for her future, anger and self-esteem issues, 
and her struggle with drugs and alcohol. And, her parents were very “conservative” and 
focused on school, she says, and it seems that didn’t or couldn’t understand her problems. 
It took things getting really bad for her until her Mother started to realize how much 
trouble she was in, but even still, Miranda says she wasn’t much help because she didn’t 
understand what the “girls like her” were going through. She was left to cope on her own, 
and it wasn’t until she found out she was not going to graduate from high school that her 
attitude shifted and she sought help in her senior year. 
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2. “Not Helpful” Instruction in English 
 
Miranda, as I discussed above, started school halfway through fifth grade, but 
only received English Language Development (ELD) classes—she had no bilingual 
education at all. She struggled a lot to learn and understand what was going on, but got 
help from her friends who spoke “fully Spanish and English” with her homework. 
Reflecting back, she felt that she never learned English the “proper” way. She describes 
this during a conversation we were having about how her parents, who are learning 
English in night school, and who help her with her Spanish sometimes: 
 
M: They [her parents] help me because like there’s things in high school that they never 
taught me but they know… 
 
Mo: Like what? 
 
M: Like for example, am…those type of…what are they called? Te llaman---it’s not a 
noun—it’s like a verb with a subject and a pronoun…like a conjunction…it’s …. They 
know how to do that.  
 
--I’m guessing when they teach them [her parents/immigrants who don’t know English] 
how to learn a whole new language they go through all the process—but I didn’t get to 
learn the process—so basically I learned the ghetto way, the street way—not the proper 
way, you get me? So basically, they teach me and teach them. 
 
Miranda’s perception of language learning is that she should have gone through “all the 
process,” meaning, starting from grammar structures and vocabulary and building from 
there. This process of learning proper grammar is what she thinks would have made her 
English better. She feels that her weaknesses in English primarily have to do with these 
two elements: she speaks the “ghetto” way, and her larger vocabulary or “big words” 
exist for her in Spanish not in English. Her struggle with learning in English continued 
from Elementary to High School, where even though her friends who had helped her 
followed her, she had a hard time. She says of her transition to high school: “I had to start 
trying to talk and speak fluently... It’s still hard sometimes, with the words, the reading 
and writing, putting the words together…its just hard.”  
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 Miranda’s explanation of her English courses in high school continue to reflect 
her struggle in ways that show how her language capacity and her literacy ability were 
often in conflict with the classes she was in, the teaching she was receiving, and the 
assignments she was supposed to do. In high school, she was originally placed into ELD 
classes, which she describes as being for: “People from every culture, from everywhere. 
If English was not your first language…or…let’s put it this way, if you’re from another 
culture, like Japanese or something, you will still have to take that class even though 
English was your first language. You still have to take it and pass it in order to get out of 
it.” The ELD classes, it seems, were primarily ways to, in theory, prepare students for 
mainstream English classes, but definitely served as a place where students were “stuck,” 
as she puts it, and therefore functioned as a kind of categorizing or gate-keeping 
mechanism in which she had to prove her ability to be in regular classes. However, her 
subsequent description of the students, the teaching, and the assignments, demonstrate 
how complicated and problematic that learning environment was for her and for the other 
students. She describes how she felt that a lot of people “knew more than what they could 
put on paper.” This was frustrating and disempowering because, according to Miranda, 
writing the essay or passing the essay test was the main way that you pass the class. Yet, 
the essay-writing instruction she received didn’t help her “get her point across” as she 
says. Her description of the instruction makes it sound very formulaic, leading the 
students to writing a traditional essay, but none of it worked for her. She describes it as 
follows:  
 
M. Do you feel like the work was challenging? Was it challenging for your thinking…? 
 
Mi. For me, it wasn’t hard. If you did the work you would pass it. But for me, the hard 
part, was following what they wanted in the essay. Which is like, you know, they give 
you, like, first you did a brainstorm, then you have to do this, and follow this steps, and 
this steps, did this step, then this and this…to me it seemed like the dumbest thing ever. 
Like, they would give you a sentence, and, that’s what they do, right? Like, they give you 
a sentence and then you will have to… explain what you think, right? Find a way how to 
make your point across. So, basically to me, that has always been hard, to me, like, they 
only give you…like, last semester, am spring, I think, they told me, like, “What are the 
advantages and disadvantages of using technology?” Then, you will have to have five 
paragraphs, with the introduction and conclusion, and three body paragraphs, right?, and 
a minimum of 250 words. If you got more a 150 more words, they won’t accept it. Or, 
you have your name this way not that way [showing on different sides of the paper] they 
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won’t accept it. So you have to follow exactly how they want it. So, that kind of 
cancelled everything. [12.1.12] 
 
 
For Miranda, the formulaic instruction and rigid rules “cancelled out” her ability or desire 
to express herself or “get her point across,” leaving her feeling disempowered around her 
writing skills.  
Several other aspects of her academic literacy and participation in schooling are 
significant here, especially in relation to her future writing strategies. First, she lacks a lot 
of academic language or names for things as she tries to describe what she was supposed 
to do. All she can describe, after brainstorming, is “steps”, and then she finds the 
language for the essay structure, but none of it feels challenging in a productive way in 
terms of developing her thinking or letting her express her ideas. Even as she goes on to 
try to describe what she was supposed to write about, meaning the essay topic, all she can 
she can conceptualize it as is “ a sentence,” which is how she is able to articulate the 
example that she finally gives about the advantages and disadvantages of technology. 
Miranda makes the transition from high school writing to college writing by using this 
assignment her first English class. She continues to feel that she lacks control over the 
production or outcome of her writing. There are more rules to follow and you have to do 
“everything how they want it” or they won’t accept it. Thus, the whole writing process 
and writing situation, for Miranda, feels like “it’s the dumbest thing ever,” very similar to 
how it felt in high school. 
 
3. High Academic Ambitions Imposed on Her by Her Parents 
 
Miranda’s parents, as I mentioned above, did not complete a high school 
education, and had moved to the U.S. specifically to provide this for their children and to 
gain employment opportunities for themselves. They thus put a lot of pressure on 
Miranda and her older brother to do well in school and go to college. They would ask her 
questions like, “why don’t you go to Berkeley,” even though they didn’t know what that 
would entail, and “what are you going to study when you graduate?”, to which she had no 
answer. She says that her parents were honest with them about their financial struggles, 
and they wanted a better life for their children with more financial stability.  
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Further, they especially wanted Miranda, as a woman, to be “independent,” which 
means getting a good education so she can have a steady job and support herself. Miranda 
describes how many couples in her family ended up separated and divorced, and the 
women often ended up desperately trying to find work, since the tradition had been that 
the husband usually works more consistently than the wife. Her mother told her, “you get 
divorced […] like, que vas hacer? What are your plans?”  Later she describes this as 
follows:  
 
Mi: “My parents always said they don’t want me, to like, [now she’s speaking as 
her parents], you get married, but you didn’t go to school and you  your husband 
left you, what is it gonna be? Are you gonna come to your parents? You know 
we’re always going to be here for you but we want you to be independent. I want 
you to have your own house I want you to be able to have your own car I want 
you to independence [she uses it as a verb] I want you to be able to take care of 
yourself. You can’t depend on no guy and no one else. That’s basically what 
they’ve told me so far.” 
 
And her father gave her the example of her Auntie, who ended up going through a 
divorce and was responsible for two kids, but with no place to work. Her Auntie never 
decided to go to college “to get something for her”—meaning for herself—as she put it, 
rather she devoted herself to raising her family. Thus, via her family, Miranda has 
internalized the message that, as a woman, she needs to “have” an education; it is 
“something” that she has that only belongs to her, and will protect her financially.  
Yet, with all this pressure, her parents didn’t understand her struggles 
academically or socially, nor did they understand the college system well enough to guide 
her more appropriately. Her father’s repeated suggestions she go to Berkeley would just 
frustrate her, since she’d usually have to respond with the point that she couldn’t possibly 
go without a scholarship, and since she wasn’t doing that well in school, she would never 
get one.  
 
4. Pragmatic Academic Attitude 
 
In contrast to her parents’ college-bound mentality and high ambitions for her 
college career, Miranda had a much more pragmatic attitude toward high school and only 
vague notions about possibly going to college. When she describes high school, she says 
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she should have tried harder and followed the rules because it’s what she was “supposed 
to do,” meaning to please her parents and get her diploma. She didn’t see working hard in 
school as a value for the education itself. Her approach to high school was that it was 
something she was supposed to do to get her diploma so that she could work. As she puts 
it: “If I had did my best in high school [snaps her fingers]. Work. Just start working. I 
think that’s probably how I would think about it” [Interview 6/24/13]. However, her 
attitude toward academics always also involved some idea about community college, 
mostly because she also began to see that without a college degree she would never make 
more than minimum wage or “work at McDonald’s,” as she put it. So, her attitude 
somewhat evolved over her high school years, but remained largely pragmatic in terms of 
seeing education as a means of getting a good job, rather than as a means of improving 
herself intellectually. Her eventual decision to go to community college after finishing 
school was largely to please her parents, and her only vaguely formed notion that she 
needed something more than a high school diploma.  
 
5. Predominantly Peer, Family, and Community-Oriented Identity Position 
 
 Miranda’s identity position in high school was mainly in relation to her peers, 
family, and community. Even when resisting and fighting with her family, or being 
disobedient and disconnected in school, Miranda was mainly focused on her relationships 
with peers and her family. The relationships with peers and family were fraught, since, as 
I described in the introduction, they were inter-related with her personal struggles with 
alcohol, low self-esteem, anger, and her rebellious attitude. She fought often with her 
parents and “partied a lot” as she put it. Academics, for her in high school, was not a 
priority or focus of her attention, hence her struggles in school. It wasn’t until her second 
and third semesters in community college that she started to develop an academic 
identity.  
 
6. Began to Use Her Educational Relationships to Overcome Obstacles 
 
 While Miranda’s personal struggles in high school were profound, her resiliency 
and self-belief really began in her last year of high school, and she quickly began to use 
her relationships with staff at the school to help her. A counselor finally confronted her 
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with the reality that she wasn’t going to have enough credits to graduate. Rather than 
succumb, and perhaps take an extra year of extension school or continuation school, 
Miranda took action. She got as much help as she could, talked to everyone she could, 
and did everything she could to get her credits done and complete her diploma. Given her 
previous attitude toward school and her orientation toward her peers, this achievement in 
turning her life in a different direction is profound, and she is very proud of it. She had 
already previously enrolled in the Health Academy at her high school, but became even 
more involved (which ended up helping her connect to her ambition to be in the medical 
field and help people). She also began to confide in her counselor, rather than “cussing” 
at her or pushing her away as she had done previously, and was able to finally get help 
with her anger, her relationship with her parents, her eating issues, and so on: 
 
Mi: Am, actually in Richmond High, they helped me because I didn’t have enough 
credits to graduate, but they helped me “afuerzas tenias que hacerlo” [getting the strength 
to get it done]. You know how so many teenagers they’re like, ‘I’m not gonna go to 
class’ and that’s how I was but then my last semester when I found out I wasn’t gonna 
graduate I was like, I can’t let down my parents and so I talked to all my teachers and my 
counselor helped me out and even the principal helped me out—one of the ladies in the 
main office she helped me out so much, oh my god. Like, I was involving in the office, 
[…] so I got to meet the principal the whole staff, they were like you have to graduate 
and I’m going to help you out to graduate. It was great. 
 
[…] In Richmond High, like I still had my ups and downs, but they helped me kind of 
treat people, how to control my anger, how to talk to my parents so they can understand 
me and I can understand them, how to like, get control of my…everything. Because I 
like, you know, I’m kind of fat, so I had issue eating because I have a lot of stress and 
they helped me with that.  
 
Miranda not only sought out the help but persevered in getting the help she needed to 
graduate and, beyond that, to start tackling some of her personal problems. When she 
says “I was involving in the office,” she means she went there often, helping out and 
spending time with the staff there, forming relationships and getting her questions 
answered. Further, she reveals in this stretch of conversation again the personal nature of 
her academic journey—yes, she sought out help since she wasn’t going to graduate, but 
she ended up using those relationships, or gaining via those relationships, the more 
personal help she needed. Similar to Cristina, college is deeply intertwined with her 
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personal life—she puts her viewpoints and values very seriously up against what she is 
learning in her classes. 
 
 
D. Intersections with Current Identity Positions, Literacy Practices, Attitudes, and
 Strategies 
 
 Miranda’s strategy of responding to obstacles by connecting with others 
continued to grow throughout her college career. Simultaneously, her belief in her own 
potential and connection to her own ambitions began to grow. Social relationships are a 
central theme in her life, facilitating her shift to a more school-oriented identity position 
and positive attitude, a growing identification with the medical field a future career in 
nursing and counseling. Conversely, this shift in her life distanced her from her family 
and former friends. Yet in spite of her increasing self-confidence, she continued to 
struggle with her academic literacy practices and had confusing attitudes related to 
English and her bilingualism. 
 
The following themes represent these intersections: 
 
1. Stronger School-Oriented Identity Position – Identification with Success and 
Defining It for Herself 
 
2. Confusion and Contradictory Attitudes about English Skills and Challenges 
 
3. Inconsistent and Unhelpful Feedback from Teachers on Her Writing 
 
4. Weak Study Skills/ Inconsistent Study Strategies 
 
5. Social/Relational Strategy for Achievement 
 
Thematic Analysis with Data Sets: 
 
1. Stronger School-Oriented Identity Position – Identification with Success and 
Defining It for Herself 
 
Miranda originally started college because it was what her parents expected her to 
do—much like her motivation to complete high school revolved around not letting her 
parents down. She went “to make them think I was coming [to class]” and she didn’t 
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have an interest in school for herself. She rarely attended class and initially failed her 
courses in her first semester: 
 
Mi. No, well after high school it was like Fall semester, like 2011, I enrolled in 
class but I never went. I went a couple of times but I wasn’t actually interested in 
school. But if I had told my parents I wasn’t interested in school they would have 
been like sad, like, ‘my child isn’t interested in school after I have given them so 
much/?’, so I didn’t want to basically break their heart—and then I was like, I’m 
wasting their money… [11/5/12] 
 
Initially in her narrative, her realization that she actually cared about going to college was 
associated with not wanting to disappoint her parents [“break their heart”] or waste their 
money: Miranda doesn’t have citizenship status so her parents were paying out-of-state 
tuition for her, which is very expensive. In her spring semester, she started to care more 
about the sacrifice her parents were making and started working harder for them: “Like, 
my attitude changed” she says, “I started focusing on going to school, getting my 
schoolwork done, and turning everything in.” [12.10.12]. At this point, though, Miranda 
was still invested in school more for the sake of not disappointing her parents than she 
was for her own ambitions or desire to learn new things.  
However, this soon shifted into a new sense of self as she became invested in or 
orientated toward to wanting to be successful for herself. And this shift then became part 
of wanting to change who she was. She wanted to be “that person who” could pay the 
bills, take care of herself and her family, and so on. Initially, she describes this in relation 
to her family. She wanted to be the person they could rely on for help and support and 
she realized that she didn’t ever want to be “the person” who doesn’t have money”:  
 
Mi. And I do, you know, I actually, [stronger] I actually want to be successful, 
like basically it’s for the future of mine better and my family and so that’s what 
I’m working for…I don’t want to, you know, I don’t know if I talked to you about 
it but my parents they have trouble like with the economy and with working…and 
bills and stuff like that and I don’t want to be like that. I want to be the person that 
they call to let them borrow money I don’t want to be the person who is like well 
we don’t have that type of money for that right now…like we can’t pay that 
bill…so like basically like that’s what keeps me going. [11/5/12, underlining for 
emphasis] 
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This same identity position connected to success carried over also into her academics, 
which led her to develop a more school-oriented identity position, meaning she saw 
learning in school as a means of improving her self. By the end of her second year in 
college, Miranda had grown to care more about her grades—not just that she passed a 
class or not but that she actually got a good grade. In our last interview, she describes 
being really “nervous” to check her grades, which had never happened to her before. She 
also describes being “excited” to start a new semester again. As I describe more below, 
the more she begins identifying with her college identity, her academic potential, her 
career goals, and experiences the distance from her family, the more excited she is about 
school and the more she cares how successful she is.  
 
2. Confusion and Contradictory Attitudes about English Skills and Challenges 
 
Miranda consistently mentioned during our year together that she was “bad” at 
English and she struggled constantly to make sense of her language struggles. In our very 
first interview, she immediately expressed her concern that she wasn’t good at writing 
(since a teacher had just told her she needed to “work on her English.” When I was 
asking her how she felt about starting her first semester of college, she said, she thought 
to herself, “What am I going to do? Because I don’t know how to read or write” 
[3.17.12].  She commented several times before showing me her work her grammar isn’t 
good, even though I repeatedly assured her that I wasn’t judging her writing. Similar to 
Cristina, she primarily linked English to grammar, and because of her perceived poor 
instruction in grammar in high school, she doesn’t have other ways of understanding her 
language and literacy strengths and weaknesses.  
She also has particular challenges related to her specific form of bilingualism. 
While she feels that Spanish is her “native” language because she feels more 
“comfortable” speaking it, she also finds that she communicates better in English 
sometimes. She also describes writing in English as “hard” and “weird” from the 
standpoint of putting words together and saying what she wants to say. Because she 
learned to read and write in Spanish, having gone to school in Mexico until she was 10, 
she often feels more comfortable writing in Spanish, and says that she knows “bigger 
words.” But simply “translating” her ideas doesn’t work either. In our conversation 
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below, she punctuates her attempts to explain the effects of her bilingualism on her 
communication with frequent statements of “I don’t know” and “it’s weird” and “it’s 
hard”: 
 
Mi. It’s actually weird—I do a lot of – I have a friend, I write to him in English and 
Spanish—but when I’m writing in English, I’m thinking in Spanish, and when I’m 
writing in Spanish, I’m thinking in English—it’s weird. Like, it’s hard…I’m trying to put 
a sentence in one type of language…[silence]…you know, like you try to put something 
together but it doesn’t make sense, it’s like “what am I writing?” Sometimes it’s hard, but 
then, Spanish, it’s my first language, and I went to school in Spanish. I know how to read, 
and how to write and how to do everything in Spanish. I know a lot of--how do you say-- 
big words in Spanish that many Americans don’t know and … [she trails off]…It’s weird 
because sometimes I’m translating, and like, I get stuck… I don’t know. It’s weird. I 
don’t know to explain it. [3.17.12] 
 
 
Her ultimate feeling of not being able to explain the impact of her bilingualism is a 
struggle, despite the fact that she feels quite confident in her writing and vocabulary in 
Spanish. Miranda never learned successfully to build on her Spanish literacy in school, 
and her challenges receiving instruction and feedback on her English literacy throughout 
high and college only compound her confusion. 
 
3. Inconsistent and Unhelpful Feedback from Teachers on Her Writing 
 
Miranda’s confusion is exacerbated by the lack of consistent feedback from her 
instructors on her writing. In most cases, her teachers simply made some grammatical 
corrections or marked errors. For her “If You Had One Year to Live” paper, the professor 
made some error corrections then told her she “needed to work on her English”—and this 
was the first paper she had written in the class, which made her really nervous [10/1/12]. 
In the exchange below, we are looking at a short paper she had written for Medical 
Assisting class that also only had corrections on it; no narrative feedback: 
 
Mi. And, those assignments my grammar’s not really that good. 
 
M. Oh don’t worry about it… 
 
Mi. Okay, well, I’m just saying because my teacher—well—let me show you…[struggles 
for words]…well, if she made…and then she .. [she shows me her essay that has some 
grammatical and error corrections on it]. 
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M. So when you got this back from her what did you do with it? 
 
Mi. Well…nothing so she just wrote like “spelling” and “incomplete sentences”… 
 
M. It looks like these are the corrections she put on it. And did you go back and re-do it? 
 
Mi. No she just put the corrections on it. She just put 10 points grade, she didn’t make 
any type of comments. [11.5.12] 
 
 
Then, her last paper, the longest one she wrote that semester (at five pages), received no 
corrections or comments at all, only a “Good Job!” and a grade of A. But without any 
narrative as to why it was good, Miranda was left to deduce that for herself. Yet that 
paper, she admitted, she wrote “kind of at the last minute” and just let it flow out. Then, 
she had a friend, who was older and at UC Berkeley “look over it” for her and she turned 
it in. Thus, for Miranda, the reason the paper was good was that she felt strongly about it 
and thought she really captured her ideas, and she also did well because her friend 
reviewed it for her. Even her Humanities General Education class only had reading and 
lectures; the only writing she describes doing for that class were “reading response logs” 
which the professor never gave back to them. 
 
4. Weak Study Skills/ Inconsistent Study Strategies 
 
Having missed out on a lot of instruction in high school, Miranda arrived with 
weak academic literacy skills, which were not helped by the lack of complex assignments 
or consistent help from her teachers. This caused her to employ inconsistent or 
problematic strategies to accomplish them. Her struggles became very clear as we 
discussed several of her assignments during that semester, her English homework, a short 
assignment for her communication class, studying for a Medical Assisting exam, and her 
comments about writing essays throughout our interviews. In one of our first interviews, 
she said that her English 139 class, (a developmental class, 2 levels below college-level 
composition), was “hard” mostly because of the homework:  
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Mi: “Mostly, when it came to doing the homework; I didn’t understand how to do 
the homework. But mostly, I think it was the teacher. [Then she describes another 
teacher who explained how to do the homework and “made sure they understood” 
how to do the homework.] It just makes me feel smart—like, okay I get it. And it 
makes me want to do the homework.”  
 
Miranda doesn’t describe the assignments themselves for the English class being hard, 
but rather how to tackle her homework or what exactly she’s supposed to do. In regard to 
the first assignment for her Personal Development class, which she also described in her 
literacy log, she clearly hadn’t thought through an appropriate strategy; she just launched 
herself in to the assignment without really following the instructions or thinking about 
what order in which to do the separate tasks. The assignment asked her to apply a concept 
about communication from their textbook to a presidential debate. In her literacy log, she 
wrote, “While watching the presidential debate I had trouble understanding what they 
were talking about. I was kinda nervous about this assignment at first because I had 
thought that we had to understand what they were talking about, but what our professor 
was looking for, it was if the presidential debate has effective communication” [Log 
Entry 10.7.12] In our interview, she described her process as follows: 
 
Mi. Yeah because I was watching the presidential debate, but I had no clue what was 
going on, so I was kind of nervous. And first she told us to read a chapter, but first I 
watched the presidential debates, so I was kind of like what am I supposed to do? And 
then after I read the book I realized I was supposed to watch out for the “effective 
communication,” like how are they communicating with one another. So after I looked at 
the debate and then I read the chapter, and then I actually know what I’m looking for and 
what I’m supposed to do. [11.5.12] 
 
 
She was also really struggling with her long, multiple-choice exams for her Medical 
Assisting classes, which were often around 150 questions on terminology and procedures. 
She really didn’t have any strategy for how to study effectively for such a long and 
detailed exam. In Fall semester, she failed the first test, even though the teacher had given 
them a study guide (since it was the first test for students new to the program.) She just 
read the guide and tried to remember everything, but failed. In spring semester, however, 
she continued to have the same problem studying. She describes this below, and also 
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describes how her teacher was able to help her by giving her more “advice” rather than a 
guide: 
 
Mi: Like, I talked to her about that and my mid-term, I did really bad on that, and she’s 
like she’s like, I bet you’re studying to, am, remember it, but you shouldn’t remember it 
you should know it. So, she kind of gave me a lot of advice like to study. How to just to 
like, the tests and stuff.  
 
M. Am, and when she said, like what was one thing she helped you change? 
 
Mi. Well like I would study and it was too much to read. And I would study like all the 
chapters because there was a CD and I did that too and I did the review questions in the 
back...I did everything. And she’s like…I don’t know how it happened I did so bad. 
You’re not the only one…she’s like, you guys put—you guys think about it too much 
instead of focusing in what you guys are supposed to focus. But I’m like, it’s too much 
it’s too hard to focus. You have to tell me what to know or else I’m going to read 
everything. And she’s like, I know. But you have to…you’re studying to remember 
everything but you can’t… 
 
For example, she’s like open your book. She’s like, read this paragraph to me. So I read 
it. And she’s like, so what did you get out of it? so I’m like [she describes what’s in the 
paragraph]. And she’s like okay, you know that. But you can’t remember all of that? You 
have to know it--you have to know what you have to do. And I mean it’s still a lot but it 
helped me. And she’s like if you have to read, read for an hour, then take a 30 minute 
break, and do it again […] So that kind of helped me on the final, I think I did netter.  But 
I don’t know yet. [Interview 6.24.13] 
 
 
Miranda, like many novice college students, was studying really hard—reading 
everything and putting in a lot of time and effort—but she didn’t have the meta-level 
knowledge of how to prioritize information, make predictions about what might be on the 
exam, and so on. Miranda clearly wanted the teacher to tell her what to study, but the 
teacher resisted this, encouraging her to study more effectively so that she “knows” it and 
trying to give her some strategies for that. Miranda also had a hard time juggling her 
multiple classes that required her attention. She wanted to put most of her effort into her 
Medical Assisting classes, but this caused her to spend less time on her other classes, like 
Humanities, which again, because her reading comprehension and retention was still 
developing, she was having a hard time passing.  
Further, in regard to her writing assignments, Miranda employed inconsistent 
practices and strategies. For one of her first writing assignments, she wrote the whole 
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thing in Spanish first, then used Google Translator to translate it and turned it in 
[10.1.12]. Yet for several later papers, she would write them at the last minute, then asked 
a friend to review them for her. In terms of structuring her essays, she said she usually 
“tries to find the hook,” then writes the intro all the paragraphs and the conclusion and 
then turns it in. However, for her ‘Effective Communication” assignment she said she 
didn’t “try to look for a hook up or anything, like I was just writing it” again at the last 
minute… “so it basically just came out” as she puts it. Her writing skills, in essence, that 
entire semester, were not improving in visible or understandable ways.  
The above attitudes, experiences, and practices are combined with a lack of 
complex or critical thinking assignments, so she is only slowly developing her more 
academic literacy skills. Most of her homework for her classes is reading textbooks, 
studying lecture notes, or completing workbook-like assignments, such as for her 
Medical Assisting class, in which she had to practice filling out forms. Even the 
Humanities class, a General Education course, was mainly reading a textbook and then a 
three-hour lecture, in which she tried to keep herself awake by asking questions as much 
as she could. Her Medical Assisting classes were all exam based; she wrote only one 
short paper for that class about helping someone from a different culture. But it was a 
relatively straightforward assignment in which she chose a scenario in which she had a 
patient from a different culture and described how she would help them. Her Personal 
Development class did have four writing assignments over the course of the semester, but 
they were all short (from one paragraph to two pages) except for the last one, which was 
five pages, and was also linked to a presentation. This combination of factors will soon 
pose a real challenge for Miranda when she is confronted with having to take the core 
requirements and General Education courses necessary for an Associates Degree or, 
ultimately, a transfer degree. 
 
5. Social/Relational Strategy for Achievement 
 
The social/ relational features of Miranda’s narrative continue to stand out in her 
current experiences in community college. This relational orientation becomes a strategy 
that she uses both to complete assignments but also to form the relationships that will 
enhance her personal development and, in turn, help her identify with her career goals. 
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She capitalizes on the relationship-building strategy she used in high school at the end of 
her senior year and her relationships with friends, teachers and counselors become a 
central feature of her college identity and her strategies for learning and achievement. 
When I asked her the open-ended question of what (in general) has had a big impact on 
her in college so far, answers by saying, “Well it’s just my friends. I’m just really 
grateful. They’re just really great people […] and we’re really really different, like in 
every way, we still get along...I don’t know…We’re just there for each other. […]…but 
I’m more grateful that I have these friends because I can tell they care about me as much 
as I care for them” [6.24.13]. These new college friends are supportive of her academic 
journey as opposed to her high school friends, from whom she had to distance herself in 
order to focus on school. Miranda also says that her teachers “they’re a really big part of 
who I am now.” She also forms a strong bond with her counselor. Miranda utilizes her 
extensive network of support to complete her assignments and talk through decisions 
about college and her career path. She asks friends about the Puente Program, about 
which counselor to go to, and cousins and others to help with assignments or get advice. 
She works with study groups in all her classes, and she took Humanities 120 instead of 
La Raza Studies because someone told her “you interact with people more…from 
difference races” (2.11.13), an aspect of her academics that she feels improves her skills 
as a health worker and develops her as a person. 
Her relationships reflect the theme in her life of intertwining the academic, 
personal, and career aspects of her life. While she does get help from her Medical 
Assisting teacher on assignments, when I asked her what teacher had a big impact on her, 
she describes how the teacher was “really understandable about everything,” and “who is 
there for us” and “cares about us,” meaning, not just her academic work but her life as 
well. Miranda says:  
 
Mi. […] And if you have an issue you can talk to her about it. And she would give the 
best advice she can, you know? Am, for example I had talked to her about my weight. 
Because we had to weigh each other, and I’m like, Ms. _____, I don’t want anyone to 
weigh me. And she’s like don’t worry, you can change your weight, it’s just a number. 
And I’m like, it kinda hit me, oh that’s right! She just told the whole class before she’s 
like, you’re going into the clinical. Don’t put your face like, “oh my god”, how 
much…like express your feelings but don’t be rude. And it’s true I’m like not the only 
one that’s like big [overweight] and stuff.  [Interview 6.24.13] 
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Miranda’s description of her relationship with her teacher transcends helping her study 
for tests or decide which classes to take; instead, the emphasis—the really big impact—
the teacher had was to help Miranda with the personal issue of her weight (although still 
in the context of the social/relational aspect of medical assisting.) She prioritizes this 
personal/social connection with her teacher, again demonstrating that for Miranda, 
college is a personal journey toward becoming a better person. 
 Her relational orientation also features in her narrative about how she arrived at a 
career goal in medical assisting, and, eventually, more specifically nursing. She describes 
going to job fairs that the high school sponsored but at the time “they all seemed boring.” 
And when she started college, she said to herself, “I’m going to college but what do I do? 
What do I like?” She still felt lost when it came to identifying with a field or career in 
college. While the job fairs didn’t help Miranda connect with a career goal, her personal 
relationships at Planned Parenthood and reaching out to others there helped her find that 
connection. She describes how the work of the nurse practitioners there “caught my 
attention.” Around the same time, she also describes how she got further interested in 
medicine when she went to visit a cousin who was going to UC Davis:  
 
Mi: I went Planned Parenthood to get stuff and like physical checks and that kind of 
caught my attention like, oh I can do this.  What did caught my attention like a lot is 
nurse practitioner.  They do a lot of things and they get good pay…I talked to one of 
them and I was like you know I’m kind of interested…and she was like I’m going to be 
honest with you, it’s really hard but if I can do it, you can do it. And she was like it’s a 
good – what do you call it—career if you like helping people out it’s a good career –like 
helping women out.  
 
[…] … And my cousin she wants to become a doctor and she’s already going to Davis 
and she is reading about science and all of that and one time I went out to stay at her 
place and her book was there and I was going through it because I was bored and I was 
like, oh this is interesting, so that kind of caught my attention too so after talking to the 
nurse practitioner and…in [my high school] they actually have like what do you call it, 
job fairs, and I would go to them but they all seemed boring, so this actually got my 
attention… 
 
… To study for women and, like, do something for them, that’s kind of what got my 
attention more than anything. [11/5/12] 
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Miranda finds her way into the medical field through her desire to help others and utilize 
her personal experiences to be better at doing this. She also connects because she sees 
“she can do this” and is affirmed by the nurse that, while nursing is hard, she can succeed 
at it. Thus, her growing identification with both college and nursing as a career has to do 
with her increasing “self-belief”—that relationship to other people, to the knowledge she 
needs to have to be a nurse, but, also significantly, a relationship to herself that allows her 
to see herself in a new role in the world.  
As further data of the significance of college as a social endeavor, is this excerpt 
from her literacy log, which was using much like a diary, that she wrote while she was on 
winter break. I am struck by her immediate attention to the social feature of her identity 
in college: would she be a “loner”, or would she meet people and “get involved”? Would 
she have the “college life that all the movies talk about”? [Excerpt is below]. 
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Interestingly, this journal entry came after several of our interviews, and, in fact, during 
her second year of college. It reflects her growing identification with college and “college 
life”—that she sees herself as invested in and an eager participant in this new world. Her 
incredible transformation during her second year of college is hallmarked by the degree 
to which college and career ambitions and her realization of her growth and potential as a 
person all come together for her to have “an awesome experience in college.” 
 
6. Feels More Distant from her Family and Community 
 
The unfortunate consequence of her growing identification with college 
achievement and success, and her increased relationships with teachers and college 
friends, however, is that she feels more distant from her family and community. While 
she describes identifying with her family’s expectations of her more, or at least a closer 
alignment with her family’s expectations of her going to college and being successful, 
she also describes the way her transformation makes her feel “different” from her family. 
In our interview after the winter break, she described a trip her whole family took to 
Reno, but she really struggled with it because she didn’t really want to be with them: 
“Like, I couldn’t connect with them…like, I feel like I’m so different now. Basically, I 
put my life, my focus, on school” [Interview 2/11/13]. She also says that whereas in the 
past, her family had been a source of support, now: “When I look [for] something in them 
I don’t find it.” Instead, her supportive relationships primarily have shifted to her friends 
at school who can understand what she’s going through. This new set of friends are really 
different than her previous high school or neighborhood friends. This former peer group 
no longer interests her—she doesn’t “value” them: “I used to hang out with people who 
would like we would go out and drink and stuff but now my friends they study, and do 
homework, and they are more like the nerdy kind I guess you could say. But, I think like, 
los valoro mas, [I value them more], than the people before that I regularmente hang out 
with.”  
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E. Conclusion 
There are two dominant threads in Miranda’s themes: One has to do with her 
“self-belief”, and the other has to do with how she sees college as a set of social 
relationships. It is via her increasing self belief interconnected with her relationships that 
she strategizes and makes decisions and takes action. Miranda’s transformation in her 
first two years of college has to do with increasing her self-confidence and her deepening 
inner emotional resources, and gaining clarity about who she is and what she wants for 
her future. “Self-belief,” for her, is not just a conceptual tool but becomes an 
operationalized construct—it becomes the means by which she makes decisions, takes 
action around her literacy practices and choices in courses, and interprets events that 
happen to her. It facilitates her growing identification with college and with a career in 
nursing, and intersects with her strategies for achievement and success that have to do 
with building relationships and seeking out new people and new challenges. Like all the 
women in this study, the academic journey is a process of re-conceptualizing their past, 
present, and future, and all three women find a sense of coherence and growth in the 
choices they make as they reach ever higher goals.  
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CHAPTER VII 
 
KEY FINDINGS AND INTERSECTIONS WITH THE LITERATURE 
 
In the theoretical framework I established for this study, I used a definition of 
academic literacy practices that includes how people negotiate institutional resources, 
relationships, discourses, values, attitudes, ideologies, and genres in conjunction with the 
reading/ writing/ talking/ studying practices that they employ to complete their 
assignments and exams in the context of college. I also expanded on Rogers’ histories of 
participation to include a multiplicity of communities, including peer groups and family. 
In addition, following feminist and critical race theory, I wanted to emphasize a 
strengths- or asset-based, affirmation approach that positioned the women as theorizers of 
their own lived experiences and that highlights their assets and resiliency as they 
encounter obstacles and negative messages. The women are positioned within 
raced/classed/gendered ideologies, discourses, and institutional structures that 
marginalize them in numerous ways, and they have endured marginalization throughout 
their histories of participation within the academic system. In bringing together these 
frameworks, I wanted to understand the broader cultural and personal resources and the 
multiplicity or multidimensionality of identity positions that shape how the women in this 
study do and conceptualize college. In my development of themes, I looked for acts of 
self-determination—where there is a resistance against what others are telling them they 
should be, and/or where they actively take on the expectations of others in ways that also 
make those expectations their own, and/or where they start utilizing what’s available to 
them for their own purposes. “Self-belief” or “the upper hand” or “you never know” 
become both interpretive tools (i.e., I’m making sense of my life via this conceptual tool) 
and operational tools, (i.e., I do things in the world: strategies, practices, etc. via this 
tool).  
Thus, the women, as I argue here, are not fully determined by dominant social 
processes: they are simultaneously agents in constructing and understanding their lived 
experiences and they participate in those systems using strategies for achievement. Below 
I offer below a more critical view of the ways that Maria, Miranda, Cristina, and the other 
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women interviewed in the focus groups are multiply positioned, and to point to the 
contested, ambivalent, contradictory, and negotiated experiences they have as first 
generation or generation 1.5 women of Mexican and Salvadoran heritage, coming from a 
low-income neighborhood in Northern California. These contested experiences are 
shaped by ideologies of upward mobility, literacy, multilingualism/ monolingualism, and 
institutional structures, but they are also shaped by the women’s accommodation and 
adaptation of those discourses, cultures, and structures, in which, at least in part, 
“becoming stronger” and “becoming better” is the predominant narrative of their journey 
through college. Norma Gonzalez captures this concept of intersectionality as the process 
of negotiating “complex dynamics of resistance, incorporation, and accommodation 
within the constructs of structure and agency” (xx, 2007). Further, I suggest the women 
don’t fully recognize all their strengths nor do they see these strengths as academic in 
nature. Yosso’s Community Wealth or Cultural Capital Model, and (via Yosso), Rendon, 
et. al’s Ventajas/Assets Model, in addition to more expansive definitions of academic 
literacy practices, suggests that a) raced, gendered, and linguistic ideologies and practices 
profoundly impact their experiences, self-perception, choices, and material opportunities; 
b) the women have multiple strengths and are successful in numerous ways, and c) that 
these strengths are unrecognized, both by the women themselves, and by the institution 
and its representatives (mainly teachers and policies—mentors and advisors seem to be 
more affirming). 
 
My research questions, again were as follows: 
 
1.  a) How do bilingual U.S. Latina/Chicana community college students 
describe their histories of participation with academic institutions?  
 
b) Which features of these institutions and communities are made salient 
as they describe their experiences and practices in high school and 
college?  
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c) How do these histories inform their current identities, attitudes, and 
practices in relation to literacy practices in college? 
  
2. How do Latinas form identity positions in relation to their institutions and 
communities, local and distant, past and present, academic and non-academic?  
 
3. What attitudes toward language use, academic literacies, and schooling do 
these students have and how/where did they acquire them? How do these attitudes 
shape their interpretation of and engagement with the culture/s and practices of 
their academic contexts? 
 
4. What strategies do Latinas have for negotiating academic achievement—in 
other words, for reaching their academic and career goals?  
 
As I mentioned when I began the case study chapters, these questions were 
interconnected, and, in my analysis, the data threaded between questions. Therefore, in 
the discussion below I highlight three central findings that capture the intersections of the 
key concepts in my above questions, and within each central finding, I do a comparative 
discussion in order to highlight the multi-dimensionality and diversity of the “Latina” 
identity and the and ambivalent ways that structural and ideological forces intersect with 
the women’s own individuality and agency. I also connect with key findings from the 
literature in critical race theory, literacy studies, and composition to discuss how the 
experiences of the women in this study offer perspectives that both reinforce and expand 
on this literature. I would like to strongly emphasize that I am not claiming to represent 
these women and their stories fully: these are experiences narrated to me and mediated by 
me, and I further alter them by framing them in relation to certain theories. Therefore, 
what I offer below is meant to be a way of understanding, a partial view, in order to help 
those of us teaching and designing educational experiences. 
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A. Contested/Contesting Identity Positions: Negotiating Agency  
 
For Maria, Cristina, and Miranda, educational attainment is bound to sense of self, 
so their identities are deeply implicated with their experiences in college. The women 
describe meeting challenges and coming out “stronger.” I would argue that this is an 
agentic strategy—a way of resisting the processes of marginalization that, as I describe 
below, influence their identities and literacy practices. It is also a gendered response; 
their identities as Latinas are a source of strength and resiliency. That said, their 
ethnic/gendered identities do not necessarily translate for them as a source of strength; 
meaning, these identities are interpellated via racialized literacy ideologies that position 
them as unprepared for college and lacking English and literacy skills, and poses their 
bilingualism as a deficit rather than an asset. They have to resist or adapt these ideologies 
as they complete their coursework and manage their feelings of not belonging. Sadly, the 
high expectations that their families placed on them for educational attainment were not 
also held for them by their educational institutions, which, arguably, failed in both 
educating them and raising their self-esteem and pride.  Thus, the “violences of the state” 
as Lowe argues, in the form of racial, ethnic, linguistic and literacy ideologies are met 
with narratives of agency as, I would argue, a resistant strategy for achievement. The 
women, and their families with whom they are interdepependent, are aligned with the 
majoritarian narrative that positions educational attainment as key to upward mobility 
and that equates academic literacy and English monolingualism as privileged practices. 
They are also aligned with the idea that hard work creates opportunity—or an American 
Dream/meritocracy ideology. Cristina challenges this discourse via her critical analysis of 
race and gender, but she still believes in education as they “key” to helping herself, her 
son, and her family. They must therefore rely on this narrative to help them navigate the 
marginalizing and disempowering experiences that they encounter in college. 
While this narrative provides a resilience strategy to the marginalizing 
experiences they have, the women are in an on-going process of negotiating emergent 
academic, gender, and ethnic identities that shift as they move forward. This finding is in 
line with the research by Banuelos, Holling, Knight, et. al, Delgado-Bernal, and Rendon, 
et. al. which also explores the multidimensional identity positions that Latinas negotiate 
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in college, which show college as a site of both struggle and transformation. In this work, 
and in the research here, Maria, Miranda, and Cristina are negotiating contradictory and 
contested identity positions in relation to their families, their prior identities, and their 
home and college communities. As a result, their identity positions are contingent and 
emergent. New experiences in college cause them to re-evaluate and re-position 
themselves, revising their self-concept, their ethnic, gender, and academic identities, and 
their definitions of success, their literacy practices, and, often, their overall goals for 
education.  
Maria, for instance, demonstrates an emergent academic identity that, as she 
moves ahead into her higher level courses and internships, forces her to encounter the 
processes of racialization and minoritization in education. I would suggest that the 
challenge presented to Maria, all along, in accommodating an ethnic identity as well as a 
personal one (independent, hard-worker) is that she would also be forced to somehow 
integrate or negotiate the stereotypes of Latinos, like those of Asians, within the 
academic and social system, something she has never been comfortable doing. In the 
beginning of our interviews, she related many of my questions about her identity to 
school. Rather than discuss an ethnic or gender identity per se, or a peer group or 
particular community that she really identified with, she focuses on personal qualities or a 
mindset or attitude that she feels defines her. Her autonomy is deeply wedded to her 
sense of agency and her sense of self. In high school she “didn’t know anything” about 
“what high school was”: how to navigate the academic system, but she doesn’t describe 
that in terms of the racism she was arguably facing (in being underestimated)—only that 
people ignored her and didn’t give her information. So her main focus in terms of identity 
is “being more aware” of what she needs to know to achieve her goals. And the change 
she sees most in her identity through college (at least at the beginning) is being more 
involved and more aware of the resources she needs to use to get into Berkeley. This is 
her “resistant” strategy (Rendon, et. al) that helps her face challenges. Her sense of 
autonomy and empowerment is her key strategy since she feels like the education system 
let her down in high school, she is hardly going to rely on it again. However, as she 
moves further along her path, her identity as—or process of identification with being—
Latina, an ethnic/racialized identity position emerges more critically, as she engages with 
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the diversity of her new, higher-level, science-oriented college environment. By the end 
of our year together, she had gotten an internship working in the lab at the USDA, 
assisting the researchers and graduate students. It was there that she first comments on 
what it feels like to see another Latino academic, in this case, a scientist: In describing 
Dr. ____, who she is assisting, she says: “But I like being in that lab because he’s, um, I 
don’t know if he’s from Mexico…but I think he’s from Mexico and he went to UC Davis 
and now he’s doing this and it’s kind of nice to see people who are Latinos working in an 
environment like that [the lab] because most of the people who work there are either 
Asians or Whites…but it’s mostly Asians” [6.24.13]. Up to this point, Maria hadn’t had 
Latino role models in her academics, so she had no idea that it might feel “nice” or make 
her more comfortable to have someone who shared her cultural background in that 
environment. Due to not having anyone to guide her through college from her family or 
community, and due to not trusting the institution to take care of her, she was used to 
forging her own identity position based on her hard work and ability to move herself 
forward. Connecting back to her earlier comments about working on biology lab reports 
for her professor, she says she’s not “in his world,” so it’s hard to understand “what he 
wants,” demonstrating her feeling of foreignness. But that “not belonging” she mainly 
attributed to her “deficient” education rather than the ethnic/racial differences between 
her and the professor. The idea that race or ethnicity in her teacher/student relationships 
mattered didn’t emerge for her earlier in her academic career. Here, she is experiencing a 
connection to another Latino academic and researcher that, while still intimidating (she 
describes not wanting to bother the researcher when she needs something to do), makes 
her feel like “it’s nice” rather than just stressful and anxiety-producing to be in a 
challenging environment where she feels vulnerable.  
This racialized, or racially interpellated, experience, I would suggest is also 
emergent due to her imminent start at Berkeley in the fall and her perceptions of that 
campus. She says, “it’s mostly Asians” who she describes as “really competitive,” which 
makes her unsure of the experience. That said, when asked if this would be an obstacle 
for her, she says it could be discouraging but she’s going to “try her best” since “there 
will always be someone better than me” [6.24.13]. While another Latina friend is the one 
who described Berkeley to her as “mostly Asian,” the attachment of the stereotype of 
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“competitive” and her racialization of that population arguably comes from dominant 
stereotypes. Within the space of this chapter, I can’t dive too far into the analysis of the 
processes of ethnic stereotyping and racialization at work here, nor completely discuss 
the processes of minoritization, but I think Maria’s struggle to grapple with an ethnic, 
racialized identity and an academic one highlights that embracing an ethnic identity 
means a simultaneous process of adaptation or resistance to processes of racialization that 
position “Asians” and “Latinos” very differently. Tai’s work shows how pitting ethnic 
stereotypes in opposition is a necessary process for racial domination . Maria, I would 
argue, is accommodating and adapting dominant discourses about racial identities in 
education that attach educational success to some “minority” groups and not others, such 
as the model minority stereotype attached to certain Asian-Americans. While her 
awareness of an ethnic/racialized identity position becomes more prominent, she still 
relies on her operational achievement strategy of “having the upper hand,” which she 
now applies to a struggle with ethnic/racialized stereotyping by saying she will just try as 
hard as she can at Berkeley.29 
While Maria must navigate the new social realities of her increasing academic 
status, which challenges her confidence, she also starts embracing some of the personal 
qualities she earlier felt worked against her in high school. Maria’s transition from her 
predominantly Latino/a high school and community of Richmond, through community 
college, and into internships in the sciences and eventually a science major at Berkeley, 
includes a contested and evolving relationship to her own ethnic/racialized identity 
position: but she continues to theorize the tensions in this emergent academic and ethnic 
identity via her own, autonomy (or, in Miranda’s words, “self-belief”): “doing her best,” 
a strategy that, now, after three years in community college, has proven to work in 
helping her achieve her goals. Indeed, Maria’s entire description of the lab experience 
demonstrates a stronger connection and identification with herself: her “anti-social” and 
“reserved” qualities, as she describes them, are now an asset, whereas in high school she 
felt they held her back (along with the failure in advising). Further, even though she is 
learning a lot of new procedures and concepts she didn’t know before, she describes 																																																								
29 Work on stereotype threat (Steele and Aronson, etc.) would be a relevant analytical tool here in relation 
to how Maria negotiates her ethnic/racialized identity within higher education. 
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figuring those things out with a strikingly less anxious and less vulnerable attitude than in 
our earlier interviews about her coursework. Like both Cristina and Miranda, she uses a 
revisionist strategy that allows her to identify her strengths—to redefine them as strengths 
when they were previously deficits, being associated with not achieving in high school. 
Maria is continuing to invest in her autonomy (over community) as the best strategy for 
achievement. So while her increasing experience of racialization and facing educational 
stereotypes may increase as she moves further up the educational ladder, the resiliency of 
her narrative of hard work and autonomy continues to be effective in helping her resist 
deficit perspectives on her achievement. 
Further, all of the women in this study, including those in the focus group, 
experienced tensions in their gender identities but all saw their identities as 
Latina/Hispanic women as a strength, or an asset, which again I would argue is a 
resistant strategy to the sexism in their communities and racist/sexist stereotypes in the 
educational system. While they describe sexism and double-standards within their 
Latina/Hispanic communities and households, they are proud to be women and see their 
gender identity, often, as superior to men. Yosso’s familial and aspirational capital comes 
into play for women here in a particularly positive way. The lesson all were taught from 
their families was to be independent—to get an education so they could take care of 
themselves—and this highly motivated them. One focus group participant called this 
“que no te depende en nadie”. Their descriptions of their assets as women included to be 
committed, reliable, future-oriented, less impulsive, more responsible, more mature, less 
stubborn [Focus Group 1]. The fact that men were not reliable, and that women would 
have to plan to take care of themselves, even if partnered or married to a man, was a 
message that many of the women both in the focus group, and in Cristina’s and 
Miranda’s experiences especially, had gotten from their families. They seemed, in fact, to 
feel that higher expectations were placed upon them by their families and communities, 
and this, they thought, contributed to their success and achievement as they strove to 
meet those expectations and achieve the desired, and encouraged, independence via a 
college degree.  
The double-standard they experienced and the pressure on women to maintain and 
sustain the family is a master or dominant narrative that the women accommodate and 
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adapt. Yet while their parents and family members were encouraging of their 
independence, the relationship was more often interdependent, and the women all saw 
college as bound up in helping their families and paying their parents back for all that 
they had given to them. Again, this interdependence is a feature of their aspirational 
capital and helps, in addition to their gender identity, enable their “ganas” (Rendon, et. 
al.) or perseverance through obstacles and resiliency to setbacks and adversity.  
 
B. Negotiating Agentic Literacies against Ideologies of Academic “Preparedness” 
 
Both Maria and Cristina have internalized ideas about literacy practices as a set of 
particular skills or body of knowledge that reflect dominant ideologies about literacy; 
what Street calls the “autonomous” view or what Guerra calls “literacy-as-entity”, 
“literacy-as-self,” and “literacy-as-institution.” In these views, literacy resides within an 
individual as a set of (mainly) reading and writing skills related to traditional academics, 
and once one has ownership of these skills, one can move upward in society by virtue of 
institutional recognition of these skills. Thus, in not possessing those skills, they feel 
under-prepared, and further as I suggest below, are not able to see some of their greatest 
assets as academic literacies or academic skills. Yet, because of their differing histories 
of participation and identity positions, they are differently affected by these ideologies, 
and their strategies for both negotiating their achievement in their assignments and 
resisting the messages that they are unprepared also have contested and contradictory 
implications. As I argue below, the comparison shows the ways that either a feeling of 
lack of preparation or actual lack of academic literacy experience is not a barrier to 
learning; it is the way that attitude and experience plays out against institutional forces 
and dominant ideologies about literacy that creates conditions of disadvantage. Neither 
Maria nor Cristina see what I thought of as their greatest assets: Maria’s fiercely 
independent work ethic and attention to detail (as a means of mitigating the possibility of 
the system failing her again) and Cristina’s critical thinking abilities and relentless 
persistence in achieving her goal despite unplanned events—but this is entirely 
understandable, given the messages about literacy and college preparedness that they are 
receiving and internalizing. Both women do say that these are aspects of their identities 
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that help them succeed and they are proud of them, but they don’t, per se, see them as or 
align them with academic assets that all good college students actually should have, 
making them, in fact, I would argue, literacies. I would suggest that the ideological and 
social nature of their differing encounters with the institution make the case for the 
academic literacies approach that Lea and Street call for so that we can understand more 
dynamically the ways that authority and contested meanings are shaping students’ 
experiences and opportunities.  
Institutional policies, relationships, and discourses shape their feelings of 
unpreparedness and transmit or perhaps re-articulate these ideologies about academic 
literacy that force the women to negotiate their own agency and strategize around their 
literacy practices. In Maria’s case, for instance, despite her two years of AP English in 
high school, she didn’t pass the AP English test (which would have placed her into 
college English) and she didn’t test into college-level composition via their placement 
test, which reinforced her idea that she unprepared for college level work. The placement 
test consists of short reading passages and comprehension questions, and sentence 
structure or syntax questions, very similar to SAT-type questions. This type of test 
arguably reinforces a concept of English and academic literacy that emphasizes 
comprehension of reading (not analysis), and grammatical correctness. However, Maria 
was in my English 142B (“Developmental English”) course in her first semester, so I 
observed that she was easily capable of taking the college-level English Composition 
course from the beginning. Cristina, who tested into 139 (the lowest level English prep 
course), described being an avid reader and loved reading and as I’ve described already, 
is an exceptional critical thinker; strengths that probably meant she might have succeeded 
in a higher level course given the right teaching and support. However, when I asked 
Maria about her lower English placement, in addition to her strategy to start out in a 
lower-level Math course than she needed to, she considered it a positive that she got all 
her bases covered and there were no “gaps” in her knowledge, given her “deficient” 
education. Thus Maria’s strategy for achieving re-frames her lower placement as a 
success-strategy within her narrative vision but elides her potential. Cristina’s low 
placement really only served to confirm her unpreparedness. (I will describe more below 
the impact on Cristina). 
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Maria and Cristina are differently affected by their deficient high school 
preparation in terms of their literacy practices, their relationships to teachers, and their 
use of institutional resources. This coincides for both women with a strong school-
oriented identity position—the value they place on academics and educational 
achievement as intrinsic to their life goals and who they are as people. Yet having aligned 
with this identity position and the concurrent values and ideologies that go with it, they 
become very vulnerable. Thus, they depend on teachers to provide precise instruction and 
evaluation of their abilities, and, when this doesn’t happen, feel unsure of their ability to 
problem-solve themselves to succeed. This ability to “normalize” challenge, meaning, see 
it as a feature of all college experience, and to understand that “not understanding” is a 
feature of learning (not a sign of inadequacy) has been well-documented in research on 
college students, especially those who are first generation college students. As Maria put 
it, it would have been really nice to have someone (like her) tell her that her academic 
struggle was normal, common, but she didn’t have many people in her life who had gone 
through college. She relied mainly on her few friends who were already at Berkeley, and 
who were not much older than she was. Mike Rose describes this, via his own experience 
as a first generation college student, as having no “history of asssurances” that would 
enable him to feel that he was capable of succeeding and that his challenges were 
common. 
Further, Maria’s academic literacy practices, when looked at through the lens of 
her overall strategy for success to “have the upper hand,” means knowing exactly what to 
do, developing, mostly on her own, a comprehensive set of literacy practices in which to 
help her do assignments and pass exams, and getting every possible point. Yet, despite 
this comprehensive set of strategies, Maria doesn’t feel confident in her problem-solving 
abilities, her adaptability in creating new practices for new situations and assignments, or 
her growing body of subject knowledge. These more cognitive and attitudinal variables 
don’t register in her concept of what makes her successful. Instead, it’s her determination 
to “work hard” and do as much as possible, which includes, for her, doing exactly what 
the teacher wants, that she attributes to her success. Yet, I would argue that her ability to 
continuously come up with new practices when faced with new assignments, in addition 
to her ability to negotiate her anxiety in the face of not knowing how to do something 
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contributes a great deal to her success. This innovation and adaptability is a tremendous 
resource in helping her navigate her environment and achieve her goals, and aligns 
directly with the 21st century skills that Arauz argues that people of color and poor people 
often acquire by virtue of navigating their environments (“Cultural”). She also manages 
to negotiate her relationships to teachers in way that doesn’t impede her learning: as I 
argued earlier, she was able to juggle the harsh words of her biology teacher in 
conjunction with her own feelings of not belonging and inadequacy and still persist in her 
work. This works as a kind of capital that Maria doesn’t recognize. 
While Cristina shares the high academic and career ambitions that Maria does, her 
very different circumstances make the impact of her encounter with the college institution  
severely challenging. Cristina, having a very hard time writing in the way that would get 
her good grades in college, feels her English skills to be a huge barrier. But Cristina, the 
effects of this are feeling unprepared combined with feeling “bad” in English and thus 
are arguably more damaging than for Maria. Her complicated experiences related to her 
English language and literacy skills have undermined her confidence in relation to 
writing especially. As I discussed earlier, she feels she never got “proper” instruction in 
English since she never learned grammar, an attitude that is exacerbated by the messages 
she received in high school that her writing is “bad” and feedback from her teachers in 
college that her grammar needs a lot of work. However, when she discusses her writing 
struggles, she’ll also say things like, “it’s hard to get it down on paper” and that she needs 
to learn to “get right to the point.” This feeling of receiving a deficient education and 
confusing messages about her competency (is it grammar-is it organizing her thoughts?) 
is made even more complex by messages from family and friends that she should be good 
at English because she is “smart” and she was “born here.” Cristina identified her main 
strategy for completing her current assignments that involve writing as using tutoring; in 
the course of our conversations, she doesn’t describe any concrete writing or study 
practices (other than reading her books and following instructions on assignments). Her 
response to the future essays she predicts having to do in Political Science (and that cause 
her anxiety) is “I need the tutoring” in order to be successful. She attempts to use either 
the tutoring center for the Early Childhood Ed program or the Learning Center, However, 
this creates institutionalized obstacles, since the general tutoring/learning center is not 
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open very late, nor on weekends, and she’s not sure she can get there in time regularly 
given her work schedule and taking care of her son. She has also had negative 
experiences in both kinds of tutoring; in one instance, they told her they couldn’t help her 
because she wasn’t working on an English paper, (even though she was only asking for 
help for grammar) and in another case the tutors claimed not to have experience in the 
assignment and gave her poor instructions.  
Yet, like Maria, Cristina has academic literacy resources that consistently fail to 
be recognized or affirmed as such. Her questioning mind and her commitment to a 
college career that links directly to her personal and familial life means that she often 
takes the opportunity to connect her academic work to her own life. She for instance, uses 
a children’s show, “Sofia the First,” that she and her son already watch or writes about a 
stereotype she herself has faced in a project about bias. This way of connecting school to 
life both stimulates her mind and helps her feel more confident—as, I would argue, it 
should. Cristina’s life experiences and her critical mindset toward society are definitely 
one of her greatest assets. Her critical thinking ability and her identity position as a liberal 
thinker, her insider/outsider position in relation to her community, and her analysis of 
politics, race, and gender are a facet of academic literacy practices that, sadly, hasn’t yet 
gotten recognized by her teachers. Thus, one of Cristina’s greatest intellectual strengths 
doesn’t yet play a role in helping her acquire confidence, nor does her other impressive 
cultural and intellectual resource, her navigational capital (Yosso): her ability to navigate 
multiple cultural worlds and communities with their very different, and sometimes 
competing, expectations, values, social rules, languages and so on. But as her experience 
shows, moving between cultures and communities creates “choques” (conflicts or 
collisions) between worlds and a corresponding experience of liminality (Rendon, et. al.), 
where she doesn’t quite feel she belongs—meaning, be fully recognized and able to enact 
her full self—anywhere, really; in our interviews, Cristina seemed to feel most “whole” 
in relation with her mother and son, and her identity as mother and daughter. 
Further, Cristina, like many students who or are told they are “unprepared,” uses a 
strategy to delay taking her “core” courses like English and Math and Developmental 
Education courses because of her apprehension and perceived weakness in grammar and 
writing essays. However, she also delays them with due to her achievement strategy to do 
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a certificate pathway based on her need to be responsive to the job market given her 
fragile and unstable economic circumstances and responsibilities as a mother. But the 
certificate path, as opposed to an AA/AS pathway, doesn’t require General Education 
courses and, in many cases, even college-level English or Math. Thus, Cristina’s strategy 
of pursuing a certificate program that would make her immediately employable has the 
institutionalized effect of not allowing her to gain experience in the kinds of more 
advanced literacy assignments that she’ll need to do later for her AA/AS. Maria, on the 
other hand, tackles her preparation and required courses first, which, combined with her 
more rigorous science courses and her ability to acquire and expand her study and 
learning strategies, allows her to develop her academic literacy skills even faster. Again, 
their differing life circumstances have implications for how resilient they are to the 
obstacles the institution—and its ideologies—present to them. 
Granted, Maria was definitely more prepared—in a traditional academic sense—
than Cristina entering college, having completed a full four years of English courses in 
high school. That said, Cristina only ever described receiving criticism about her writing, 
limiting her expressive abilities in relation to her ideas, which should have been one of 
her greatest strengths. So, even though she felt like the assignments were easy in her low-
level English course, again, her grammar, her language, was making her fail, so she only 
felt less capable, and ended up having to drop that course anyway. I would suggest that 
had Cristina encountered the right kinds of teaching earlier on, had she been able to have 
opportunities to demonstrate her social analysis and critical thinking, and had she been 
able to access adequate support, she could have gained confidence more quickly and 
made progress into her required courses more efficiently, while still employing her 
multiple pathway strategy to manage her responsibilities to her family. Pedagogies 
informed by sociocultural perspectives on literacy, translingual pedagogies (Canagarajah; 
Horner, Lu. et. al; Matsuda), critical pedagogies, and culturally affirmative pedagogies 
such as culturally relevant teaching or culturally responsive (Ladson-Billings; Hammond; 
Lee) might have allowed her to maximize her strengths in service of acquiring more 
standardized forms of writing. (I will discuss this in more detail in Chapter 8). 
 Further, in looking at a broader scope of literacies and situating the students 
within their larger life story and life goals means that understanding learning in 
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conjunction with literacy practices is highly significant, especially in college, since 
people are learning both for academic and work purposes. For some students, learning in 
a course directly equates to a licensed status in the workforce, such as EMT, firefighting, 
medical assisting, and so on. Thus, learning has very real, imminent financial 
consequences. For those transferring, learning equates to acceptance to a four-year school 
in a highly competitive time; again, high stakes. And literacies are how people learn. I 
know that’s an obvious statement, but sometimes the focus on practices and assignments 
(actions and texts) obscures the cognitive and deeply personal aspect of learning (rather 
than just acquisition, as Gee and others theorize), and people’s abilities to learn. Since 
progress through college means constantly more challenging courses, their literacy 
development, identity positions, and attitudes are constantly contested and challenged. As 
Maria starts taking her more advanced courses, she realizes that while before she only 
had to manage her time in terms of studying, she now has to “really think about” the 
subject matter rather than just doing the work. So her concept of “workload” has had to 
shift. She says, “it’s more like the thinking I have to do, like, the actual learning, like 
trying to learn what I’m learning in my science classes takes most of my time” [11.6.12]. 
Her phrase, “trying to learn what I’m learning” strikes me as such an apt description of 
the intensifying sophistication and depth of the subject matter and how one copes with 
the experience of building knowledge—that sense of, do I really know this, and how do I 
know that I really know this?—is echoed in her statement. Similarly, Miranda describes 
her challenges when it comes to studying for her exams: meaning, essentially, learning 
the material. She can read the textbook but doesn’t necessarily internalize the knowledge. 
She needs concrete instruction from her professor on study strategies, other than just 
reading and re-reading her textbook, which had been her previous practice. She also says 
English 139 was hard because she “wasn’t used to so much homework”—however, as 
she keeps talking, she then says it wasn’t so much that she didn’t understand the 
homework or it was too much; rather, she didn’t understand how to do the homework, for 
which she blamed the teacher. She has had other teachers, she says, who explain how to 
do the homework better which then “makes her feel smart—like okay, I get it, and that 
makes me want to do the homework” [3.17.12]. Miranda’s perception of her knowledge, 
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and feeling knowledgeable or capable, has a profound impact on her future learning and 
the choices she makes.  
In sum, literacies are ideological because they involve values, worldviews, and 
dynamics of power and status that index belonging—or not belonging, or degree of 
belonging, or the mechanisms by which a person might belong, or the conditions of 
belonging, or the particular ways some people “belong” and some don’t in a discourse 
community. Following a discourse and ideology perspective, the ways a person is “called 
forth” or positioned affects the degree to which they can manipulate, or feel that they can 
manipulate, the constraints upon their practices and the conditions of their performances 
and the reception of their performances, which here would be literacy practices and 
identity positions. Rose calls this “the semantic net of remediation” which continues to 
expand whenever a new literacy crisis arrives: in this case, increasing numbers of Latinos 
(often lumped together with immigration and multlingualism), and, lacking a cultural 
wealth perspective or a more expansive definition of academic literacy practices, people 
must then negotiate being positioned as unprepared…which, for the women here, is 
intertwined (and indeed, inseparable from), an identity as being Latina/Hispanic, being 
from Richmond, going to their local high school, and being multilingual.  
 
C. The Impact of Language Ideologies 
 
Miranda’s and Cristina’s experiences are interesting in relation to each other since 
they both shared linguistic, academic, and personal challenges, but had significant 
differences as well—in other words, the intersections between identity, literacy, and 
achievement as examined through their histories and current practices reflect the 
differential impacts that similar experiences can have. But what emerges, for me, is the 
ways that they are impacted by language ideologies and the institutional structures that 
constrain their potential. For both women, being bilingual is attached to being under-
educated in English and not having good academic skills in English; therefore, being 
bilingual is attached to literacy. Further, they have never received instruction that would 
help them to separate linguistic struggles from literacy ones. I do not mean to make an 
artificial distinction between the two, but differences exist, and meta-linguistic, meta-
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cognitive instruction helps learners figure these out. This is compounded since they are 
positioned as “remedial” students by testing into pre-college English and Math, and they 
position themselves within the institution by choosing certificate pathways that do not 
require General Education courses or (what I consider) high-level literacy assignments. 
Thus, their location and pathway in college do not help them either make sense of their 
challenges or present them enough high-level assignments and/or substantive teacher 
feedback to help them grow and gain more confidence about the strength of their literacy. 
Further, as most colleges continue to divide ESL instruction from mainstream English 
instruction, these institutions are structured exactly to undermine the hybridity of 
multilinguals like Cristina and Miranda.  
While Cristina’s and Miranda’s experiences are not in and of themselves 
generalizable, they do echo much of the research and my own experiences in teaching in 
the community colleges and working with Latino/a students over the past ten years. Just 
as I suggested above in relation to feeling unprepared or lacking comprehensive literacy 
practices, I think their experiences show how being multilingual itself is not an obstacle; 
rather, being multilingual is interpellated via an institutional history and ideologies about 
bilingualism and “English” -- all of which conspire to create a situation where 
multilingual students are at risk in our system. This finding supports the previous 
literature, arguing that linguistic racism continues to marginalize multilingual students 
rather than the language skills of the students themselves (Arraiza, et. Al 2007; Lippi-
Green 1997, etc.). Miranda’s and Cristina’s attitudes toward their multilingualism and 
their understandings of the relationships between language, literacy, and the institutional 
structures of school also echo the literature that I presented in the theoretical framework. 
Both women experience the “linguistic push/pull” that Smitherman coined and that 
Balester describes—they see their multilingualism as both a strength and a weakness. But 
because the weakness is largely created by the system they’re in—meaning, it’s a 
weakness in school versus a strength in their community—they are not in control of 
either the nature of or the reception of that weakness. Similarly, both Miranda and 
Cristina show the effects of internalizing the language ideologies and attitudes of those 
around them (Balester 1993; Kells 2004; Ortemeier-Hooper 2008; Ramirez-Dhoore 
2007). They understand linguistic proficiency in largely grammatical terms and in 
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relation to “correctness,” meaning that they devalue their self-coined “ghetto” or “street” 
dialect. While they understand that they do have linguistic dexterity in terms of speaking 
both English and Spanish, within the academic context, this is only a deficit. Because of 
these ideologies and institutional structures and relationships, multilingual students are 
positioned as outsiders within their academic communities. Language both individuates 
us and binds us to our communities; it indexes identity and community membership. As 
Zentella, Auer, and Chang and Schmida argue, multilingualism is better understood as 
“doing being bilingual” (Zentella via Auer 1997), it constructs an identity. However, 
given that the reception of their multilingualism as a deficit is their predominant 
experience in high school and college, they easily internalize that they themselves are, 
again, “border” citizens in the sense of having only conditional acceptance and 
recognition in the academic community while at the same time in shifting and changing 
relationships to their Latino communities and older generations. So, in addition to 
navigating identities as “unprepared” for college via their preparation in high school (like 
Maria), multilinguals like Cristina and Miranda must also negotiate being positioned as 
and internalizing identities as linguistically challenged: outsiders who must prove their 
capacity for belonging through not only acquiring sophisticated academic literacy 
practices but also “correct” English. This is a policy that Matsuda names unidirectional 
multilingualism, in which the goal is to have the multilingual student learn the discourse, 
dialect, and linguistic and social features of academic discourse (simultaneously making 
monolithic “academic English” when it is, in fact, heterogeneous and emergent), while 
never embracing linguistic diversity or basing programs and pedagogies on a foundation 
of linguistic pluralism (“The Myth” 2010).  
This is a profound failure of the system given that Latino/as, who represent a 
spectrum of multilingualism as Maria, Cristina, and Miranda demonstrate, are the largest 
ethnic sub-group at their community college, and indeed, as I illustrated at the beginning 
of this dissertation, are educated via the community college system in greater numbers in 
California than any other ethnic group. The fact that the system is not constructed, nor 
professors educated about, multilingualism, language attitudes and language ideologies, 
shows how well-meaning “access” to college can serve to, while opening doors, actually 
trap people, by not then providing conditions for achievement. This enduring impact of 
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colonialism, as Kells, Villanueva, and others argue, manifests in linguistic racism and 
policies of containment (Matsuda) that relegate multilingual students to separate 
classrooms, in the case of community college, often remedial classrooms, or persist in 
seeing their writing as “marked,” coded as grammatically incorrect. The tragedy is that in 
California, because students such as Cristina are not given bilingual education 
experiences nor are their linguistic resources and repertoires handled effectively in 
mainstream classrooms, they actually have not experienced the “containment” 
phenomenon Matsuda describes or the “tacit” policies of monolingualism that Horner 
critiques composition for (“From”), but rather explicit policies of multilingualism in the 
guise of equal opportunity, which is disastrously inequitable and disempowering in being 
even more difficult for them to understand; they are given access, expected to compete, 
but not given conditions for success. So they continue to be vulnerable all through the 
pipeline.  
Freire argues this point by suggesting that society will “absorb” ethnic minority or 
immigrant groups in a subordinate relationship, in part by “offering” them access to its 
dominant structures, values, and historical programs, education being one of them 
(Pedagogy 1995). That “absorption” will always serve to maintain the 
dominant/subordinate relationship because genuine bilingualism, he argues, cannot exist 
with out a true “multiculturality,” meaning the equitable sharing of and construction of 
cultural/historical spaces and institutions with multiple ethnic groups. Such a 
multiculturality, he argues, will never arise spontaneously, due to the project of 
nationalism, and, I would add, even though he doesn’t name it, racism, so it “must be 
created, politically produced, worked on […] in concrete history” (157). I would suggest 
that Miranda and Cristina’s experiences indicate the impact of this type of absorption 
through subordination, and how much political work it takes to change institutional 
structures and cultures so they are designed based on best practices for the people who 
are actually there. 
First, both Miranda and Cristina histories of participation in school affected their 
ability to judge their linguistic and literacy potential. Both felt that they were never taught 
English formally or properly, and so had to do a lot of problem-solving on their own, 
leading them to feel both under-confident academically and confused about their 
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language and literacy skills. Significantly, both women describe their English 
“deficiency” primarily in grammatical terms and describe the instruction they should 
have gotten in grammatical terms as well. Where exactly and how this idea formed for 
them is not entirely developed, but it is reinforced (or perhaps directly the result of) 
messages from both teachers and community members, including parents, who see 
English largely in terms of correctness. As Miranda put it, she learned English “the street 
way…the ghetto way” not “the proper way,” which for her meant grammar instruction. 
Cristina feels the same: she says she was never taught punctuation and “all the grammar 
part” and other “details” that she says students learned in ESL class, which she wasn’t put 
in because she was “born here”. This is a deficit that she links directly to her current 
problems with writing and expressing herself: “… like they [her teachers] say my 
grammar’s so bad, like the way I express myself on paper. Like I write as how I speak. 
And that’s my problem…and it’s always been like that. I can remember in high school 
my papers were always the worst…cuz of my run-on sentence” [3.12.13]. Miranda 
similarly describes feeling like her “grammar’s not really good”—a message she had 
recently gotten from one of her teachers.  She showed me a short paper (“Communicative 
Effectively”) she had gotten back that had grammar and spelling corrections on it that the 
teacher had made, but the teacher made no other comments on the paper. The above 
confusion intersects with and is compounded by Cristina’s and Miranda’s perceived poor 
instruction in English in elementary and middle school and the personal and social 
struggles both women had in high school. These struggles deterred them from full 
participation in more advanced learning opportunities, leaving them without substantive 
experiences with long, difficult reading and writing assignments. Their inability to fully 
participate in high school academically (due to their personal struggles) most likely also 
influenced their perception of what good writing or strong academic English skills are 
(both of them describe hardly going to class and when they did not paying attention). 
Because both women missed out on higher-level English classes in high school—classes 
in which they would have been reading literature and writing papers—this also informs 
why their predominant conceptualization of “English” is grammatical in nature. Sadly, 
this feeling is reinforced when they are placed into remedialized English courses in 
college, where the emphasis is on skills such as paragraphs and sentence structure rather 
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than in-depth and sustained reading, writing, and critical thinking. The connections 
between bilingualism and poor literacy skills or academic preparedness is further 
reinforced by the predominance of multilingual students and students of color in 
remedialized English classes (see Equity Score Card).  
In addition, these experiences confound their understanding of their language and 
literacy skills. As I laid out previously, Cristina does feel that she has strong reading 
skills, critical thinking, and expression of herself verbally; she thinks of herself as 
“smart” and was a big reader in her elementary school years. But in terms of her writing, 
she has trouble clearly identifying her challenges. As I stated above, she identifies 
“grammar” as her main weakness, but she also, simultaneously, describes her struggle 
with drafting and organizing.  She says that she has trouble “putting her ideas down on 
paper” and arguing her points coherently, which presents a personal challenge for her 
since she prides herself in her critical thinking and analysis in relation to social and 
political issues and her communication abilities at work. Thus, for Cristina, it’s writing 
itself, not so much language, that is in fact stumping her. Miranda, on the other hand, 
more struggles to articulate what her bilingualism feels like, leaving her short of 
strategies on how to exploit it to her benefit, despite her feeling that she actually knows 
how to read well and knows a lot of big words in Spanish: 
 
Mi. It’s weird. [W]hen I’m writing in English I’m thinking in Spanish and when I’m writing in 
Spanish I’m thinking in English…. Like, it’s hard…I’m trying to put a sentence in one type of 
language—you know, like you try to put something together but it doesn’t make sense, it’s like 
“what am I writing?” Sometimes it’s hard, but then, Spanish, it’s my first language, and I went to 
school in Spanish. I know how to read, and how to write and how to do everything in Spanish. I 
know a lot of how do you say big words in Spanish that many Americans don’t know and …It’s 
weird because sometimes I’m translating and like I get stuck… I don’t know. It’s weird. I don’t 
know to explain it. 
 
As both Cristina and Miranda grapple to articulate their challenges with language and 
literacy, they are left without clear explanations of what they’re struggling with, and, as a 
result without effective strategies for reading and writing or ways to get the kind of help 
they need. For one of her first papers for her Personal Development class, the paper I 
refer to above, which Miranda wrote first in Spanish then used Google Translator to 
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translate the entire thing [“Communicative Effectively” 10.1.12]. Then later, at the end of 
the semester, she wrote her final paper for Personal Development pretty much all at once 
“letting the ideas just pour out,” and then she asked a friend to “check it over”—her 
friend was 30 years old and was going to university—and she submitted it after that. Her 
final paper didn’t receive any grammar corrections from the professor, just a “Good 
work” and “Enjoyed Reading” and a grade of A. While it’s a clearly organized paper, it 
includes a lot of close language to the source text, showing that she isn’t yet paraphrasing 
very well. I didn’t see her textbook to confirm this interpretation but the differences in 
phrasing and syntax from her journal writing is either the authors’ or in part some of the 
result of her getting help from a friend on it (which she said she did). [“My Personal 
Development”]. Unfortunately, her strategy of getting help from her friend only has the 
consequence of her not getting accurate feedback from the instructor, not getting tutoring 
support to learn to write it, and, when she received positive feedback on the paper, largely 
felt good about it, confirming her strategy of using her friends as successful. Thus, one of 
Miranda’s central achievement strategies—her social/relational approach—again is a 
resource, a resilient strategy, in order to navigate her achievement given her fears about 
her writing and her inability to get help from her teachers much of the time. But it can 
work ambivalently for her. 
Their college academic literacy development is further impacted by Miranda’s 
and Cristina’s choice of degree-pathway, which is connected both to their particular 
immediate career goals combined with concerns about their academic worthiness. Both 
women were pursuing certificates and degrees that had (what I think of) as relatively low-
level academic literacy requirements in terms of assignments and assessments. Miranda 
was pursuing her Medical Assisting Certificate and Cristina the Preschool Teacher 
Assistant Certificate. Cristina described doing journal assignments, presentations, and 
short reports. Two assignments we discussed, for instance, were an assignment to create a 
“Persona Doll” that she would use as part of an Anti-Bias Curriculum with preschoolers. 
She could come up with a common bias to create the doll (she chose “wearing glasses”), 
and then she had to present the doll to the class and do a short, one-page write up of her 
presentation. In another assignment, she had to watch a children’s television show and 
analyze it in a one page write-up. Neither assignment asked to utilize any sources or 
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critical texts. Miranda had multiple-choice tests almost entirely for her medical assisting 
classes and a homework assignments such as practicing filling out forms using software 
or entering information on a chart [10.1.12]. Her Personal Development class, and later, 
her Humanities class had a few short writing assignments (a paragraph or 1-2 pages) and 
one long paper, about 5 pages for her Personal Development class, but none of those 
required her to read, analyze or synthesize more than one source or use sources that 
weren’t textbooks. Miranda describes one “research” paper for her Health and Human 
Services class in which she had to describe how she would help someone from another 
culture in a medical setting. She had to use information from her textbook to describe 
what she would do in a scenario [3.17.12] The paper was relatively straightforward and 
only asked her to summarize what she had learned in the textbook and apply it to a 
scenario (not to critique, reflect, or assess its validity, for instance, which would require 
higher-order critical thinking). Her longest paper in her personal development class was 
summarizing what she had learned from the textbook over the course of the semester to 
describe her progress in the course. Both would eventually go for an Associates degree, 
but they made that decision later, which allowed them to delay taking English or many 
other General Education courses that might require more complex literacy assignments. 
When Miranda eventually took Humanities 120, a popular General Education course, it 
was mostly lecture-based, (which she found very boring) and she had to do one paper at 
the end of the semester, for which she was not receiving any instruction or guidance from 
the teacher on how to do. (I didn’t get to talk to her about that paper.) This is part of why 
both of them put off or enrolled in and then dropped their required, “remedial” English 
courses that they were placed in—a common “fear management strategy” for students 
who are under-confident (Cox). Both women then continued to delay taking that class, 
which had the additional effect of keeping them out of higher-level English classes where 
they’d be doing more critical analysis and using reading and writing in more sustained 
and complex ways, which would have developed their academic literacy fluency, 
contributing to their confidence in other courses.  
However, because of her different identity position in relation to literacy abilities 
and college, and because, I would argue, of her status as a second generation versus a 
“generation 1.5” (like Miranda), Cristina’s challenges only confirm her lack of 
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confidence and vulnerability, as I’ve described. Thus, Cristina’s upward momentum in 
college only continues to exacerbate her “you never know” feeling of vulnerability and 
unpredictability, leaving her continuously vulnerable to the institution and the ideologies 
she will continue to encounter there in her upper level classes. Miranda, on the other 
hand, only feels an increasing “self-belief” and excitement about college. Even though 
Miranda is very challenged in her test-taking, getting poor scores on her exams, she 
doesn’t internalize that as inadequacy the way Cristina does or extrapolate it to mean she 
can’t be successful in college in general. Again, this difference points to the importance 
of examining the variables at play in the Latina experience, and the hybrid and multi-
layered identity-positions this diverse “group” will occupy. In this case, between Miranda 
and Cristina, we can see the impact of generational differences. Suarez-Orozco and 
Suarez-Orozco examine this as well, arguing, as does Ogbu, that first-generation 
immigrants generally experience less struggle in processes of acculturation and affiliation 
with institutional ideologies, mainly, they argue because they are still comparing the new 
country to the old. I would also suggest that they are not subject to the same community 
expectations and negotiate linguistic racism differently. This can be seen clearly by 
comparing Cristina and Miranda. In Miranda’s case, she resides more comfortably in her 
struggles with English since the linguistic expectations on her are lower. Cristina, on the 
other hand, as a second-generation woman, experiences the pain of the choques and 
liminality that Rendon et. al. describe—she inhabits a much more contested space of 
negotiating a host of competing identity positions and complicated experiences, without 
clear-cut cultural or linguistic dichotomies. Again, Cristina, with tremendous 
perseverance and resiliency, creates a narrative of achievement that includes these 
struggles as part of her story of success and identity as a strong, independent woman.
 Sadly, neither Miranda nor Cristina, in encountering the educational system, had 
experiences in which their bilingualism benefitted them or was perceived as a strength in 
an academic context. Miranda even feels that her Spanish is better than her English since 
she knows more “big words” in Spanish. It’s striking that she feels this way still since she 
has now been in the U.S for nine 9 years and attended middle school through community 
college education in the U.S. Both Cristina and Miranda describe being bilingual as a 
strength in relation to their community, and Cristina feels it has helped her professionally. 
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But in academics, they primarily see it as a drawback, since it was part of what prevented 
from receiving a good education in high school (in conjunction with their personal 
struggles). So, while they know that it is not being bilingual per se, for them, that is an 
obstacle, but lacking academic or “proper” language on both sides (both English and 
Spanish)—and having primarily spoken/vernacular English language skills versus 
academic ones. However, often that distinction gets blended, for them, and, clearly, their 
coursework and interactions with teachers in college does not help bring clarity to their 
linguistic awareness or increase their strategies for reading, writing, and studying as 
multilingual people.  
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CHAPTER VIII 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR COMPOSITION RESEARCH AND PEDAGOGY  IN 
COMPOSITION/RHETORIC STUDIES 
AND EDUCATIONAL REFORM IN CALIFORNIA 
 
A. Implications for Composition/Rhetoric Studies and the Teaching Of
 Composition Within Community Colleges 
 
The experiences of the women in this study suggest that, in Villanueva’s apt 
phrase, “there is nothing ‘post’ to America’s colonialism” (186). The processes of 
minoritization, marginalization, and the features of resistance to those processes that 
these women show demonstrate that English teachers in community colleges and those in 
the discipline of composition and rhetoric studies have an important role to play in 
understanding and mitigating the impact of educational disenfranchisement and the 
damaging impact of language and literacy ideologies. All three women in this study 
dropped an English course at some point in their careers—there are numerous structural 
and personal reasons why that is, but it points to the centrality of English in college 
journeys and the vulnerability they feel when facing those courses. They are also deeply 
reliant on but also vulnerable to teachers; they remember what we say, even years later. 
As the women describe above, literacy and language ideologies and practices profoundly 
affect their identities, their strategies, and their possibilities for achievement. Finally, 
understanding the community college context is important for composition/rhetoric 
studies also because the role of faculty includes program design and assessment. To a 
large degree, English faculty in the CC system can exert tremendous influence in these 
areas. This lends even more responsibility to our work outside the classroom as advocates 
for progressive, inclusive, and culturally-affirmative literacy pedagogy college-and 
system-wide. 
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First, I think composition studies needs to continue integrating broader views of 
academic literacy practices so that we can affirm cultural, personal, and discursive 
resources that are mechanisms for learning across are variety of literacy events. However, 
we cannot do so in ways that dilutes the ways that race, class, gender, and linguistic 
repertoires impact students. For example, the 2011 NCTE Framework for Success in 
Postsecondary Writing, for instance, includes Habits of Mind as its first suggestion for 
improving pedagogical approaches: this model, which is very popular right now in the 
community college system as well, include “habits” or “ways of approaching learning” 
that include: curiosity, openness, persistence, responsibility, flexibility, and so on. The 
Educational Policy Improvement Center’s report “Redefining College Readiness” 
emphasizes “cognitive strategies,” such as analysis, intellectual openness, inquisitiveness, 
interpretation, reasoning, precision, and problem-solving that they argue are correlated to 
college success (2012). Further, those of us in composition studies and teaching can 
continue using meta-cognitive, meta-linguistic and other reflective and reflexive practices 
so that we are consistently responding to students’ theories about what they’re doing and 
why. However, notably, neither report refers at all the cultured/gendered/or raced 
variables in success or in any way factors the values, ideologies, and identities that are at 
stake in classrooms in order to demystify the somehow neutral application of these 
concepts. While these are all admirable traits to have, when they are isolated from 
political context, essentially, “whitened” and “normed” with no discussion of how they 
play out differently. They also have the unfortunate impact of making assumptions about 
students. I find Habits of Mind literature particularly egregious in this. In somehow 
encouraging this list of traits it makes it seem that students don’t have them already, they 
just might not be visible or interpretable. It’s a highly problematic model to apply without 
effectively adding a culturally relevant and critical race theory lens.30  
Students like the women in this study, I argue, need more than just habits of mind 
or cognitive strategies: they need culturally affirmative, translingual, and critical 
pedagogy as well. Exciting work is already happening in Culturally Responsive and 																																																								
30 I don’t have the space nor is it appropriate here, but the current vogue of Habits of Mind and Growth 
Mindset research and pedagogy troubles me deeply. In the many conferences, workshops, and other 
encounters with this literature I’ve had, I believe it gets easily taken up because it never addresses race or 
power, and, arguably, assuages white guilt around white privilege and allows people to avoid systemic 
power analyses and examination of personal bias.  
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Culturally Relevant pedagogies, for instance, multilingual pedagogies, and critical 
pedagogies, and the women’s experiences would support all efforts to deepen and expand 
our knowledge and implementation of such pedagogies. One promising project 
happening via theories of Cultural Resiliency, for instance, is one by JuanCarlos Arauz 
(and others) in which the competencies identified as features of cultural resilience in low-
income youth and youth of color are mapped on to 21st Century Skills. Building on 
Yosso’s work, Arauz shows how resilence competencies such as Acculturation, 
Navigation of Borders, Inter/Intracultural Communication, Teamwork, and Creative Self-
Expression can be mapped directly on to the 21st century skills of innovation, 
adaptability, critical analysis, cross-cultural communication, and teamwork (“Cultural 
Resilience”). Arauz then has pedagogies that enable students to identify their 
competencies via their lived experiences and cultural and communal wealth and 
leverages that to help support them in gaining new competencies to enhance their 
learning. What I find significant in this approach in mapping competencies is that it goes 
beyond an “additive” approach to a deeply affirmative approach, which I find not just 
pedagogically appropriate but, from a social justice standpoint, a feature of restorative 
justice. I also would argue that these womens’ experiences support more efforts toward 
the kinds of translingual pedagogy that Horner, Lu, Royster, Trimbur, Matsuda, 
Canagarajah, Guerra, Villanueva, Baca and others are all deeply engaged in theorizing 
and implementing. While there are tensions in the theorizing of these models (contact 
zone, v. thirdspace v. transcultural, for instance,) that I won’t go into here, this work is 
fully committed to changing the monolingualist core of English composition and English 
teaching, and, again in a social justice vein, advocates translingual pedagogy for all 
composition students. In a translingual pedagogy, linguistic diversity is a resource (not 
just a right). Horner, Lu et. al., argue the following: “Translingual fluency in writing 
would be defined as deftness in deploying a broad and diverse range of resources and 
responsiveness to the diverse range of readers’ social positions and ideological 
perspectives” (308). Thus, translingual pedagogy doesn’t just affirm a linguistically 
diverse society but supports linguistic and rhetorical dexterity for all individuals—a 
fundamental shift that could have large social impact if practiced effectively.  
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Further, I would suggest that teachers need coursework and on-going professional 
development and support around key equity and critical race theories such as 
microagressions, implicit bias, prejudice, stereotype threat, cultural humility, and other 
research-based analyses that help teachers un-learn the ways that their own privilege, in 
whatever forms it takes, is shaping their practices and relationships to students. Changing 
our own “cognitive frame” (Bensimon) can help us avoid deficit and prejudicial thinking 
and action based on largely, for many, unconscious biases and unexamined privilege. I 
would argue, for instance, that low expectations and microagressions in the classroom 
may have a more enduring and impact than “academic preparedness.” Teachers may 
wholeheartedly proclaim that they are helping students by emphasizing correctness and 
mechanistic literacy or, as Maria’s teacher did, telling them they need to develop a “thick 
skin.” But deeply examining our own biases, not just theorizing about or focusing on the 
“other,” is a profound act of equity work.  
Further, as English teachers in community colleges, we cannot afford—nor can 
our students afford us to—simply focus on academic essay writing abstracted from the 
constellation of practices, life goals, and other courses students are inhabiting. Within the 
community college system in particular (although true in all systems), students have very 
real material goals in the immediate future that depend on their ability to learn effectively 
in all their courses. Because of a long journey of deficient education and under-
estimation, students like the women here are only more harmed by being under-
challenged in their initial college courses. However, because their material circumstances 
depend on their academic success, nor can they afford to not learn the syntax, genre, 
vocabulary, and discourses of power and access. I argue that we work tirelessly to strike 
that middle ground. In addition, we work to counter the remedialization trends that often 
arise in response to whatever current “literacy crisis” ostensibly caused by whatever 
definition of “non-traditional” students happens to be made visible by dominant culture in 
a historical moment. Such crisis rhetoric has continuously justified what end up being 
harmful, segregationism, like the remedial education movement has done since its 
inception (see Rose, Lives, for an extensive critique of this). Students like Miranda, 
Cristina, and Maria need challenging, critical, rich literacy assignments that utilize their 
assets and cultural capital in a supportive environment, not skills-based assignments like 
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5 paragraph essays or sentence combining, which only reifies their reductive 
understanding of literacy and language and their feeling of being “marked” and 
disadvantaged via their writing (since the surface features are all that count). Students 
like Cristina would, in theory, be made more visible as academically prepared given the 
right context. Building on critical race theory as well, students deserve a curriculum and 
pedagogy that helps them demystify and deconstruct the socio-historical and ideological 
forces that are shaping their sense of self and literacy capacity. This is not to say that 
“composition,” as a commodified, dominating, and institutionalized entity, can easily 
change. In the community college system, for instance, the core content, (meaning word 
count of “formal, academic writing”), of our college composition courses is determined 
by the 4-year schools since our course has to articulate and transfer. So, the reified 
composition course itself exerts homogenizing influences. But we, as faculty, can resist 
that in whatever ways possible. While the content (word count) of that course is 
determined, the pedagogy and curriculum isn’t, and that is where we make our impact.  
However, I would argue that in whatever we do, we support (while also helping to 
problematize) the narratives of progress, resiliency, and personal development that 
women like Maria, Cristina, and Miranda have. Those narratives and the strategies for 
success that they utilize to achieve their goals are profound resistant strategies and 
valuable personal resources, and, in whatever pedagogy we adapt or adopt, self-
actualization and the encouragement of agency—in all its complexity and compromise—
should be at the heart. In the end, they are trying to materialize their dreams, and in 
whatever way we can best help them do that, while not perpetuating harmful stereotypes, 
ideologies, and continued educational ghettoization and oppression, we must try. 
Miranda’s narrative, for instance, of finding her dream of being a nurse via her 
encounters with planned parenthood, gaining confidence in herself and her 
communication skills in her medical assisting course, her growing relationships with 
mentors is just one example of how people are building their lives, intertwining their 
multiple identities and communities into an academic journey. Cristina shares a similar 
story: her personal experiences are deeply bound up in her educational goals; she weaves 
together her personal, cultural, familial, and gender identities and cultural resources to 
build a narrative that shows how she emerges empowered and even more knowledgeable 
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via her journey. Yet, we can also offer critical ways of thinking about these narratives 
that doesn’t dismantle them. Clearly, Maria, Cristina, and Miranda have internalized 
deficit messages about their linguistic capacity and academic preparedness, indeed about 
their very ethnic and gender identities. While they can critique how those disadvantages 
got produced via the education system, they still often blame themselves for their 
struggles or, in other cases, can’t identify what the exact struggle is. So, while we work to 
not dismantle resilient narratives, we also help students develop critical perspectives on 
the power structures that have limited their opportunities.  
Supporting students in this journey starts with getting to know where they came 
from, where they want to go, what they are afraid of and most desire, and how we can 
best help. And it means resisting categorizations, generalizations, and reductive 
assumptions while helping students resist internalized stereotypes and negative ideologies 
as well. Somewhere between a deep identification with the “American dream” and the 
material realities of structural and ideological domination is where many Latinas are 
making their lives happen, and our challenge as English instructors is to help them learn, 
and achieve, there, in that place of contradiction, yet transformation. 
 
B. Implications for Reform Efforts 
Here, I outline the policy and institutional reform efforts in the public sphere in 
California, and detail the ways in which it intersects with the narratives and themes of 
Maria, Miranda, and Cristina. These women’s stories can serve as a kind of counter-
narrative to this public negotiation of “achievement” and its transformation from a 
rhetorical term to material, institutional change in the form of resources and policies that 
drive programming and services.  
  “Achievement” and “success” are now synonymous with certificate and degree 
completion. This, granted, has largely been true, since the idea that degrees equate to 
earnings potential has been generally accepted as fact for many years now, being born out 
in data that shows degrees impact lifetime earnings. This justifies the state and federal 
investment in higher education. However, while 25 years ago, the idea behind “success” 
was increased access to higher education—the open-door policy that galvanized the 
community college movement in 1960s and 1970s—access has now been replaced with 
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“completion,” or what is known as “the completion agenda”. “Success” in the public 
discourse is established in a contested web of positioning community colleges in direct 
relation to discourses around the American dream and racial and socioeconomic equality 
and equity. These invoke all kinds of connections between nationalism, economics, and 
equality in what I think of as contested discourses: on the one hand, laudable in desiring 
equality and more access to the middle class for poor people and people of color, but also 
establishing economic mobility as the great equalizer. For instance, as the Century 
Foundation Task Force concludes in their report: “It is time to take bold action to 
enhance the role of community colleges in strengthening American competitiveness, 
bolstering American democracy, and reviving the American Dream” (“Bridging” 2013). 
Or, in the press release announcing the passing of the Student Success Act in California 
has the following headline:  
 
“Gov. Brown Signs Student Success Act of 2012 into Law, Ushering in 
Improvements at California Community Colleges: New law will help students 
complete educational goals, bolster economy” (Chancellor’s Office, 9.27.12) 
 
Subsequent discourse on the Act in California emphasizes how much the state relies on a 
certain type of workforce or revenue generated from a certain tax base and the correlation 
between degree-holder and potential income. Following this, lawmakers define “success” 
via “completion,” which is obtaining a degree or certificate. Even President Obama’s 
Achieving the Dream initiative, designed to support the community college system 
nation-wide, uses economic rhetoric to justify efforts to increase degree-completion rates:  
 
Community colleges educate nearly half of all undergraduates in the country, yet 
fewer than half of these students who enter community college with the goal of 
earning a degree or certificate have met their goal six years later. And those 
numbers are worse for low-income students and students of color. More than just 
their hopes and dreams are at stake: the very foundations of our economy depend 
on increasing student success. (Achieving the Dream, emphasis mine) 
 
The rhetorical move here is to acknowledge the racial and economic inequity of degree-
completion rates, while maintaining the ultimate rationale for supporting reforms to the 
system not as, in fact, poor peoples’ hopes and dreams, but “the very foundations of our 
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economy” and the project of American nationalism and global dominance. However, 
throughout the literature, the two discourses—economics and equality—are deeply 
intertwined—the “American Dream” as it appears in relation to educational attainment 
has to do with reaching the middle class and intergenerational upward mobility. This is 
no doubt of the utmost importance in improving the material conditions and opportunities 
of peoples’ lives, and the women in this study and their families clearly have that same 
dream. Yet, we also see an over-simplification of the relationship between a college 
degree and gainful employment, as though equal opportunity somehow exists for all 
people once they have a degree, or that in leaving college everyone has the same financial 
burden in terms of paying for college.  
Both of these moves inform the Guided Pathways model currently dominating 
reform efforts (see Redesigning). Based on this framework, programming on all levels of 
the system becomes re-shaped and also assessed. One such measure, for instance, is that 
students are now required to declare a major before enrolling in any classes. Students are 
also required to see a counselor within their first semester of college (or lose their priority 
registration status), and complete Education Plans (again or risk losing their priority 
registration status). These measures were instituted based on research that says that 
people who declare a major early in their college career are more likely to complete a 
certificate or degree and that a major obstacle to completion is taking courses that don’t 
“count” toward their major or certificate program. Indeed, the AACC in their 2012 report 
argues that “the community college landscape is littered with lost credits that do not add 
up to success” (“Reclaiming” 9, emphasis mine), linking course-taking to waste thereby 
utterly eliding purposes people may have for taking courses not necessarily on their 
“path,” as the women in this study do, and need to do, as an achievement and class 
mobility strategy. Rose argues that “a reduction of complexity has great appeal in 
institutional decision-making, especially in difficult times” (Lives 208-209). He makes 
this point in relation to remedial education that focuses on “correctness of language” and 
“mechanistic literacy,” but the same criticism is apt in regard to broader institutional 
reform and its justifications, which I would argue we are definitely seeing here.  
But, as I detailed in the previous chapters, the complexities of their experiences 
and identities make a simple “pathways” model inadequate in either explaining or 
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redressing academic achievement. Thus, these new reforms make the journey toward 
economic independence and self-actualization—meaning becoming the “educated” and 
middle class people these women want to be—more difficult. Many of the policies that 
result from The Student Success Act could prevent students like Miranda and Cristina 
from pursuing their interests in college and determining the meaning of college for 
themselves. Cristina would be prevented from pursuing multiple degree pathways and 
Miranda would have never been allowed to continue in college, given her low 
performance and lack of focus or declared major when she started. Cristina, delaying 
courses, not taking core courses, dropping courses, and changing her major, would be 
made an example of contingent achievement.  All of these women, in varying ways or at 
various points in their journeys, would have been labeled “failures.” Yet, Maria, on a 
strict path and following institutional mandates about completing required courses first, 
exemplifies what institutions would exemplify “success”—what makes people earn 
degrees. Cristina needed the right kind of instruction and feedback—not a certain 
course—in order to gain the confidence she needed to take more advanced courses. And 
Maria achieved largely due to her ability to innovate, adapt, and expand her practices and 
negotiate her anxiety and dependence on teachers not just because she was on a “path.”  
Further, such measures often create even greater institutional obstacles for 
students since, as is so often the case in California, local/institutional resources don’t 
measure up to the state-mandated requirements, or it takes the institution a long time to 
build the capacity of human and physical resources to actually make the access to these 
mandates equitable for students. Again, in this type of situation, the most vulnerable 
students are the most disadvantaged, while ironically being the very justification for the 
reform efforts in the first place. This is the profound injustice of poorly-conceived 
educational reform. Students can’t get counseling appointments, because there are not 
enough appointments and they are only offered 9-5. Yet state funding, through the 3SP 
(Student Success Act), is linked to the number of students who see counselors and 
complete educational plans, which have to now be filed solely online. However, students 
with limited access to the internet or low internet literacy obviously have a harder time 
finishing their Ed Plan or accessing financial aid documents.  
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Thus, the ways the women in this study define “success” and “achievement” for 
themselves—and indeed, define “college” or use “college”—both converge and diverge 
from the broader state discourse and policy. They converge in the sense that they both are 
conceptualizing success in relation to financial productivity, upward mobility, and 
financial independence. They also converge in that the women want to complete 
degrees—they have internalized the idea that degrees equate to increased income, and are 
highly motivated to obtain those degrees.  
However, they diverge, in several key ways.  As I’ve detailed in the case study 
chapters, Maria, Cristina, and Miranda discuss many personal and academic successes 
that are not in line, directly, with ideas of “completion.” These definitions are intricately 
linked with college as a social and personal process—people change by virtue of being in 
college – which is, theoretically and ideologically, what policy makers and educators 
want people to do—and yet they want to institutionalize pathways and programming that 
don’t take this changing into account. Mike Rose made part of this observation when he 
says:  
To be sure, the people who are the focus of current college initiatives are going to 
school to improve their economic prospects… But people also go to college to 
feel their minds working, to remedy a poor education, to redefine who they are. 
You won’t hear any of this in the national talk about postsecondary access and 
success. For all the hope and opportunity they represent, our initiatives lack the 
kind of creativity and heartbeat that transform institutions and foster the 
unrealized ability of a full sweep of our citizenry” (“Remediation” 2011, 
emphasis mine).  
 
Maria, Miranda, and Cristina all demonstrate the point Rose makes: they describe 
transformation as both a process and product of negotiation with college—both material 
and social. They describe becoming “stronger,” “realizing more,” “becoming more 
aware” and “more mature” as a result of being in community college. They describe 
facing obstacles in almost every case, but these obstacles are also narrated as and 
interpreted as opportunities to learn and grow. While they also are clear about the 
material value of their certificate or degree, and are aiming for that, they are also 
experiencing growth as people. Of course, as I argued in Ch. 7, this narrative vision is a 
resiliency strategy that enables them to persist in the face of the racist and monolinguist 
ideologies and their material consequences in the educational pipeline; ideally, the 
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women would face far, far fewer challenges in their schooling simply due to their race, 
class, ethnic and gender identity positions. 
They also diverge in that the women in the study see resiliency and financial 
stability as having options rather than simply attaining a degree: In becoming upwardly 
mobile, one can take care of themselves and their family, which, as is present all through 
this data, includes the ability to be resilient. The women in this study see life as 
intrinsically unstable, and therefore they need options in order to care for themselves and 
their families. The women construe their educational pathways via this construct of 
instability as a feature of independence—a feature of independence that is interestingly 
not prevalent in the discourse on education as a vehicle for upward mobility or economic 
independence.  
One way this presents a conflict would be how it gets inflected in a concept like 
“persistence” or “degree-pathway.” So, persistence is commonly defined as consistently 
re-enrolling semester after semester in such a way as to move toward degree completion 
(completion being the desired outcome in performance and assessment standards in CCs). 
What persistence doesn’t encompass is the ways that students re-invent, re-adjust, or re-
orient themselves as they grow and change via their college experiences: meaning, they 
may change their desired degree as they move forward, which both Cristina and Miranda 
did. I have seen many community college students like Miranda and Cristina revise 
upward their educational goals after their first couple semesters. They may also be 
pursuing multiple degrees or degree paths: “plans A,B, and C,” as Cristina calls it, which 
causes them to take extra classes or classes on different campuses to keep their options 
open. Data-wise, looks like they are not making “satisfactory” progress since they are 
“delaying” their completion by taking more courses or courses outside their declared 
degree path. In a system that builds in rewards for the pathway approach and 
disadvantages students who want to work the system for themselves, trying to take care 
of their immediate needs while also having long term goals. Even Maria, arguably the 
most “traditional” student in this study and the one conforming most to the completion 
agenda (and indeed, benefitting from many of its programs), has a back up plan in case 
she can’t achieve her goal. Despite her incredible hard work and academic performance 
semester after semester, she carries with her a lack of confidence that she won’t get the 
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grades she wants. In order to manage her GPA, she drops her English course, for 
instance. Reform efforts should keep this in mind when structuring institutional mandates 
or developing policies like priority registration and academic probation which rewards 
and punishes people based on course success only. Both are high-impact areas of 
intervention since, without priority registration, most students with limited scheduling 
options can’t get the classes they need, and academic probation affects financial aid 
eligibility. A student like Cristina would be set back one, if not two semesters of units if 
she faced one of these hurdles, or she would end up paying for a semester of units herself, 
having lost her financial aid eligibility. Again, such policies while framed as incentives, 
only disadvantage the most vulnerable people in the system. As in so many other cases, 
institutions and the people running them want to implement regulations—to regulate 
people—somehow expecting that that will impact outcomes. And, unfortunately, the 
“simpler” those regulations are (the fewer variations) the more “effective” they are 
argued to be. Yet, as I already mentioned above, this doesn’t reflect truths about 
community college campuses, which is that they are full of all different kinds of people 
there for all different kinds of reasons and living all different kinds of life. I agree with 
Rose’s critique of “pathways” that what students need are alternatives – more night 
classes, weekend classes, online courses, competency-based options, and so on (4).  
The “completion agenda” and the “guided pathways” model now en vogue in 
community college reform will have many positive benefits for certain students. 
However, the pathways model, as I described, has many potentially negative 
consequences. It works against student agency in using college for their own purposes, 
and it can keep students out of more advanced, literacy-intensive classes, that might help 
them redefine their academic potential or expose them to more critical analysis and depth 
of thinking. Some colleges, in attempt to support students seeking certificates, require an 
English course as part of their certificate program, giving them a chance to develop more 
advanced academic literacy while also preparing them to move up professionally or 
return to school for an Associate’s degree. However, many colleges, in an effort to 
streamline, are eliminating as many requirements as possible. I am concerned that at the 
end of this reform cycle, such rhetorical and structural positioning of poor and people of 
color as the problem in the system (the Student Equity Plan, the Student Success Act, the 
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racial achievement gap literature), combined with ambitious and ill-conceived policy 
efforts that local institutions can’t implement equitably and that work against the lived 
realities and contingencies of Latina experiences, will contribute to the continued 
marginalization of poor-and people of color in the higher education system.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
 
My name is Morgan Lynn, and I am a teacher at Cerro Lindo College31 and a Ph.D student at the 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst. I am interested in doing a research study with Latinas who 
are community college students. This study is designed to explore the relationships between 
language, schooling, and identity for women who have hispanic backgrounds and who speak both 
English and Spanish. If you would like to participate, the following should apply to you:  
 
1. You are a woman and/or consider yourself feminine gendered 
2. You know and use both English and Spanish (you do not have to be “fluent”) 
3. You are of Latina/Chicana/Mexicana/Central American/Hispanic heritage, or consider  your 
ethnic or racial identity to be related to one of these populations. 
4. You attended high school in the Richmond/ San Pablo/ Oakland/ Hercules/ Pittsburg/ Albany 
area 
 
If you agree to participate, there are three possible stages; however, you can agree to only stage 
one or two: 
 
Stage One: Survey: The completion of an online or emailed survey about your language use, 
literacy practices, and identity (approximately 30-45 minutes), which you must complete within a 
week of receiving it. The survey will ask you questions about what languages you use, your 
experiences in school, your family background, and your perceptions about ethnic and racial 
identity. You may answer in either or both English and Spanish. You will be compensated $10 for 
completing the survey. 
 
Stage Two: Focus Group and/or follow-up individual interview: For those who completed the 
survey and who are interested, I may invite you to participate in a focus group discussion with 
approximately 6 other women who also completed the survey, followed by an individual 
interview. The focus group discussion will involve a 2- hour videorecorded conversation with 
other Latinas about their answers to the survey. You will be compensated $20 dollars for your 
participation in the focus group. The focus group will meet in early January. We will then meet 
one more time for an individual interview following the focus group, also in early January. You 
will be compensated $10 for the interview. If you choose to participate in this stage, you would 
commit to three hours of your time in approximately the first three weeks of January. 
 
You may also express interest in having an individual interview with me only. This interview will 
last 1 hour. You will be compensated $10 for the interview and the interview will happen in early 
January. 
 
Stage Three: In-depth case study during Spring semester 2012. For those who participated in the 
survey and focus group/individual interview, if you express interest, I may invite you to 
participate in the case study portion. This will involve approximately 7 hours of interviews with 
me, the collection of your writing assignments for college and a literacy log keeping track of your 
writing activities. Again, you may participate in the first two stages without any obligation or 
commitment to be part of later stages. 
 																																																								
31 All names have been changed. 
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This study will safeguard your privacy to every extent possible. Before participating in any stage 
of this study, you will be given a Consent Form to sign, which will explain the study, all the 
potential risks and benefits, and the ways I will protect your privacy. Audiovisual data will not be 
shared directly with anyone, but will be transcribed using pseudonyms. Data from this study will 
be used in my dissertation and may be shared at public conferences. 
 
 
(SEE BACK FOR REST OF FORM) 
 
 
Your participation in any stage of this study will not affect your grades or your standing at Cerro 
Lindo College. 
 
If you agree to be contacted as part of the study, fill out the information below and return this 
form either directly to me or to my box in the Humanities Division Office LA 24. 
 
 
 
Name: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Email address: (print clearly!)_______________________________________________ 
 
Phone: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
You may contact me about (Circle): 
 
Stage One (Survey) only    
 
Stage One (Survey) and Stage Two (Focus group and Individual Interview)  
 
Stage One (Survey) and Stage Two (Individual Interview Only) 
 
Please note: Not all participants who express interest in Stage Two will be asked to participate. 
 
 
Thank you for your time! Please contact me with any questions or concerns. 
 
Sincerely, Morgan Lynn 
MLynn@ 
510-847-1449 
 
  
	203 	
APPENDIX B 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
(SURVEY) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Researcher: Morgan Lynn, primary researcher; Dr. Anne Herrington, Faculty Sponsor 
Study Title: Latinas in Community College: Identities, Critical Literacies, and Academic 
 Achievement 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What is this form? This form is called an Informed Consent Form. It will give you information 
about the study so you can make an informed decision about participation in this research. 
 
Introduction to the study and to the researcher: My name is Morgan Lynn, and I am a teacher 
at Cerro Lindo College and a Ph.D student at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. I am 
doing a research study with Latinas who are community college students. The purpose of this 
study is to understand the relationships between language, literacy, schooling, and identity for 
women who have hispanic backgrounds and who speak both English and Spanish. I am most 
interested in how Latinas describe their experiences, and how their experiences relate to their 
writing in college. 
 
I hope that the data collected in this study will help improve the teaching of writing at community 
colleges as well as contribute to the research on Latina achievement in higher education. The 
findings from this study may be used for presentations at professional conferences or for 
publication in professional journals. 
 
What will happen during the study? This study involves the completion of a survey about your 
experiences in high school and college, and your ideas and perceptions about identity, ethnicity, 
language, and literacy. For example, the survey asks questions about which languages you use 
and how you feel about them, your experiences and perceptions of your education in high school 
and college, how you think about your ethnic identity, and so on.  
 
At the end of the survey, I ask you if you are interested in participating in the second phase of this 
study, consisting of a focus group discussion with other Latinas who have completed the survey, 
followed by an individual interview. Or, you may be interested in participating only in an 
individual interview. If asked, you are free to decide whether or not to participate in the second 
stage of the study. If you express interest, I may contact you to explain what your participation 
involves and to have you sign another consent form. Due to the scope of the study, not all 
participants who express interest may be invited to participate. 
 
Where will the study take place? The survey can be completed in your home or wherever is 
convenient for you to have access to a computer and the internet.  
 
What are the benefits of participating in this study? While there are no direct benefits, your 
participation gives you the opportunity to reflect on your experiences in a way that might give 
you more understanding.  
 
What are the potential risks? There are no risks in participating in this study beyond those 
experienced in everyday life. Some of the questions are personal and may cause discomfort. I will 
make every effort to minimize any personal risk to you during this study. I cannot anticipate 
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every possible risk; however, should an unforeseen risk arise, I will make every effort to protect 
you and your rights. 
 
Will my participation affect my standing at Cerro Lindo College? Your participation in this 
study will have no affect on your grades or standing at Cerro Lindo College. 
 
How will my privacy be protected? Your privacy is of the utmost importance. Every effort will 
be made to protect your personal information. I will not discuss your participation in this study 
with any of your current or former teachers. All audio/visual data will be kept in a locked file 
cabinet in my home. In my coding and other analysis of the data, I will use a pseudonym for each 
person who participates, and the master key to that code will be kept in a separate secure location. 
No audio/visual recordings will be used directly in any presentation or publication, only 
transcripted data. All electronic files containing identifiable information will be password 
protected. Any computer hosting such files will also have password protection to prevent access 
by unauthorized users. All audiovisual recordings will be destroyed three years after the 
completion of the study. 
 
At the conclusion of this study, findings may be used in publication or presentation, but I will use 
pseudonyms to refer to you and exclude any information that might identify you; but no direct 
presentation of any audiovisual recordings will be shared.  
 
Can I stop being in this study? You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to. If you 
agree to be in the study, but later change your mind, you may drop out at any time. There are no 
penalties or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate. 
 
Can I share this survey with anyone? If you sign this form, you agree not to share the survey 
with anyone, either by forwarding a link or by passing on a hard copy.  
 
Who do I go to with questions and what are my rights? If you have any questions or concerns 
about your participation in this study, please contact me immediately: Morgan Lynn, (510) 847-
1449 or Mlynn@contracosta.edu. If you have questions about your rights, you may contact the 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst Human Research Protection Office at (413)-545-3428 or 
humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
If at any time you wish to withdraw from the study, you have the right to do so, and all of your 
contributions to the data will be destroyed. There will be no penalties or consequences for 
withdrawing from the study.  
 
Will I receive any compensation for being in this study? Participants will receive $10.00 for 
completion of the online survey. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please read the following statement and sign below if you agree: 
When signing this form, I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I have had a chance to read 
this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language which I use and understand. I have 
had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory answers. I have been given 
plenty of time to make my decision. I understand that I can withdraw at any time. A copy of this 
signed Informed Consent Form has been given to me. 
 
________________________  ________________________________ 
Print Name     Signature 
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________________________ 
Date 
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APPENDIX C  
 
SURVEY 
 
(These same questions are available as a Word Document and on Survey Monkey) 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Contact Information: 
 
Name:_____________________________________ 
 
Email Address: _____________________________ 
 
Phone Number: _____________________________ 
 
Instructions: 
 
If you are working in MSWord, before you begin answering the questions, click “Save 
As” to save a copy of this document to your desktop, and then save it often while you are 
writing. You don’t want to lose any of your answers. 
 
Answer the questions to the best of your ability. However, you are not obliged to answer 
all the questions in order to complete the survey. If any questions are difficult or make 
you uncomfortable, you do not have to answer. 
 
At the end of the survey, I ask you if you would be willing to participate in a follow-up 
focus group discussion and/or individual interview with me about your answers. The 
focus group will last 2 hours and take place in early January. The individual interview 
will last 1 hour and take place in late December or early-mid January. Please respond 
about your interest. If you do not want to be contacted, that’s fine. You may indicate that. 
 
After answering, return the survey as an attachment, via email, to Morgan Lynn: 
mlynn@english.umass.edu. I will the respond to you and arrange compensation. You will 
receive $10 for completion of this survey, $20 for your participation in the follow-up 
focus group, and $10 for an individual interview. 
 
Thank you for your time. 
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REMINDER OF CONSENT NOT TO SHARE THIS SURVEY 
 
As described in the Informed Consent Form you have already signed, you have been 
invited to participate in a research study titled Latinas in Community College: Identities, 
Critical Literacies, and Academic Achievement.  This study is being done by Morgan 
Lynn from the University of Massachusetts Amherst.  You were selected to participate in 
this study because you met the criteria outlined in the Invitiation to Participate Form: you 
are a woman, of Latina/Hispanic heritage, over 18 years old, and currently enrolled at 
Cerro Lindo College. 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand the relationships between language, literacy, 
schooling, and identity for women who have hispanic backgrounds and who speak both 
English and Spanish. I am most interested in how Latinas describe their experiences, and 
how their experiences relate to their writing in college. 
 
This survey/questionnaire will take approximately 30- 45 minutes to complete.  
 
On your Informed Consent Form, you have agreed not to share this survey with anyone, 
either by forwarding the link or by sharing a hard copy. 
 
The risks, potential benefits, and other details were outlined in your Informed Consent 
Form, of which you and the researcher both have a copy. If you have questions about this 
project or if you have a research-related problem, you may contact the researcher(s): 
Morgan Lynn, 150-847-1449 or MLynn@contacosta.edu. If you have any questions 
concerning your rights as a research subject, you may contact the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst Human Research Protection Office (HRPO) at (413) 545-3428 or 
humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
 
Thank you! 
 
Morgan Lynn 
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__________________________________________ 
 
Language: 
 
1. How many languages do you know and use? Explain your capabilities in each 
language in terms of speaking/writing/reading/listening, and your degree of ability, from 
beginning to advanced.  
 
2. What do you consider to be your “native” language? Why? Or do you have more than 
one? 
 
3. What language/s does your immediate family know and use? (Immediate family would 
consist or parents or primary caregivers, siblings, or cousins—people who either live with 
you or who you see almost daily and have a close relationship with) 
 
4. What language/s do your extended family know and use? 
 
5. Explain briefly why, when, and where you use your multiple languages: social events 
with family or friends? school? work? interacting with social institutions? in your daily 
life? with parents or siblings? 
 
6. Which languages did you learn to read and write in? 
 
7. Other than school, what kinds of writing do you do—where and for what? (work, 
socializing, parenting responsibilities, etc.) And what languages do you write in? 
 
Ethnic/Racial Identity and History: 
 
1. Where were you born, and where did you primarily grow up? If you moved around a 
lot, explain where you lived and for how many years. 
 
2. Where were your parents born and where did they primarily live? 
 
3. What do you consider to be your ethnic heritage? Explain 
 
4. What do you consider to be your racial identity? Or do you have more than one? 
Explain. 
 
5. When you have to check off boxes on official forms regarding your racial and ethnic 
identity, what box do you choose? (i.e, Latina, Hispanic, etc.) 
 
6. In what ways has your ethnic or racial identity or your self-perception changed over 
the years, or changed in relation to your community, either friends, family or neighbors? 
Can you recall a specific incident or time that triggered a change? 
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7. At school, did you feel like your ethnic and racial identity matched up with how 
teachers and administrators saw you? Why or why not? 
 
8. You are probably part of multiple communities: can you list them in order of 
importance to you here? 
 
9. Do you think the term “Latina” applies to you? Why or why not? What about Chicana 
or Hispanic? 
 
10. Are there ways that your identity as a woman has affected you? Explain. 
 
History in School: 
 
1. List where you went to school and for how long. 
 
2. Explain what English classes you took in high school: for instance, were you in 
mainstream, ESL, ELD, or AP or other specialized classes? Explain when and for how 
long. 
 
3. What kinds of English or writing assignments do you remember doing most? 
 
4. From your English experiences in high school, is there a particular assignment, test, 
class, or teacher that you remember clearly or that had an effect on you in some way? 
(This can include tests). Why does this stand out to you? 
 
5. Did you feel like you got a good education in high school? Why or why not? 
 
6. Do you feel like your abilities in school matched up to what teachers and 
administrators thought of you and expected of you, most especially your English 
teachers? 
 
7. Do you feel prepared for college? Why or why not? 
 
8. Did you have a close mentor or role model either at your school or outside of school 
who helped you through your academic career? Who helped you get into college or 
decide to go to college? Who advises you or mentors you here? 
 
Personal History: 
 
1. How many people live with you right now? How many people depend on you, either 
 economically, physically, emotionally, or all of these? 
 
2. Do you have any children? How old? 
 
3. How old are you? 
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4. Are you working? What is your job title? (You don’t have to provide identifying 
 information about where you work—you can describe it generally and what your 
 job is.) 
 
5. What are your goals at Contra Costa? How far along are you, and how much longer do 
you expect to be here? 
 
_________________________________________ 
 
THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS SURVEY! 
 
If you are interested in participating in the next stage of this study, you can participate in 
a 2-hour focus group discussion with other Latinas about the topics in this survey, and/or 
an individual interview with me. The focus group discussion will be video recorded, and 
will involve approximately 4-6 women and myself as facilitator and researcher. 
Individual interviews will be between you and me (Morgan Lynn), and will be audio-
recorded. 
 
________YES please contact me about the focus group   
 
________YES please contact me about an individual interview only 
 
________ YES please contact me about both the focus group and individual interview 
 
________NO, I do not want to be contacted  
  
	211 	
 
 
APPENDIX D 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
(FOCUS GROUP) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Researcher: Morgan Lynn, primary researcher; Dr. Anne Herrington, Faculty Sponsor 
Study Title: Latinas in Community College: Identities, Critical Literacies, and Academic 
 Achievement 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What is this form? This form is called an Informed Consent Form. It will give you information 
about the study so you can make an informed decision about participation in this research. 
 
Introduction to the study and to the researcher: My name is Morgan Lynn, and I am a teacher 
at Cerro Lindo College and a Ph.D student at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. I am 
doing a research study with Latinas who are community college students. The purpose of this 
study is to understand the relationships between language, schooling, and identity for women who 
have hispanic backgrounds and who speak both English and Spanish. I am most interested in how 
Latinas describe their experiences, and how their experiences relate to their writing in college. 
 
I hope that the data collected in this study will help improve the teaching of writing at community 
colleges as well as contribute to the growing body of research on Latina achievement in higher 
education. The findings from this study may be used for presentations at professional conferences 
or for publication in professional journals. 
 
What will happen during the study? This study involves a focus group discussion in which 
you discuss your thoughts about and experiences of language use, identity, and academic 
achievement with a group of up to six other women. The focus group discussion will last 2 hours. 
This session will be videorecorded. This session is designed to build on the questions asked in the 
survey. This discussion will be followed by an individual interview to further discuss your 
thoughts and experiences from the survey and discussion. The individual interview will last 1 
hour and will be audiorecorded. At the end of this study, I may ask you to participate in a further 
stage of the study, involving an in-depth case study during Spring 2012. If asked, you may 
participate in this stage or not. 
 
Where will the study take place? The focus group discussions will happen on the Cerro Lindo 
College campus in a private room. 
 
What are the benefits of participating in this study? While there are no direct benefits, your 
participation gives you the opportunity to reflect on your experiences in a way that might give 
you more understanding.  
 
What are the potential risks? There are no risks in participating in this study beyond those 
experienced in everyday life. Some of the questions are personal and may cause discomfort. I will 
make every effort to minimize any personal risk to you during this study. I cannot anticipate 
every possible risk; however, should an unforeseen risk arise, I will make every effort to protect 
you and your rights. 
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Will my participation affect my standing at Cerro Lindo College? Your participation in this 
study will have no affect on your grades or standing at Cerro Lindo College. 
 
How will my privacy be protected? Your privacy is of the utmost importance. Every effort will 
be made to protect your personal information. I will not discuss your participation in this study 
with any of your current or former teachers. All audio/visual data will be kept in a locked file 
cabinet in my home. In my coding and other analysis of the data, I will use a pseudonym for each 
person who participates, and the master key to that code will be kept in a separate secure location. 
No audio/visual recordings will be used directly in any presentation or publication, only 
transcripted data. All electronic files containing identifiable information will be password 
protected. Any computer hosting such files will also have password protection to prevent access 
by unauthorized users. All audiovisual recordings will be destroyed three years after the 
completion of the study. 
 
All focus group participants will be asked to sign a non-disclosure statement which asks them to 
not share any identifying information they got from the discussion. This statement is included at 
the end of this form. 
 
At the conclusion of this study, findings may be used in publication or presentation, but I will use 
pseudonyms to refer to you and exclude any information that might identify you; but no direct 
presentation of any audiovisual recordings will be shared.  
 
Can I stop being in this study? You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to. If you 
agree to be in the study, but later change your mind, you may drop out at any time. There are no 
penalties or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate. 
 
Who do I go to with questions and what are my rights? If you have any questions or concerns 
about your participation in this study, please contact me immediately: Morgan Lynn, (510) 847-
1449 or Mlynn@contracosta.edu. If you have questions about your rights, you may contact the 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst Human Research Protection Office at (413)-545-3428 or 
humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
If at any time you wish to withdraw from the study, you have the right to do so, and all of your 
contributions to the data will be destroyed. There will be no penalties or consequences for 
withdrawing from the study.  
 
Will I receive any compensation for being in this study? Participants will receive $20.00 for 
participation in the focus group, and $10 for the individual interview. 
 
 
SEE NEXT PAGE FOR STATEMENT OF AGREEMENT AND SIGNATURE 
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________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please read the following statement and sign below if you agree: 
 
When signing this form, I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I have had a chance to read 
this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language which I use and understand. I have 
had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory answers. I have been given 
plenty of time to make my decision. I understand that I can withdraw at any time. A copy of this 
signed Informed Consent Form has been given to me. 
 
I also agree to the following non-disclosure agreement by checking next to this statement below. 
 
________ I agree to maintain the confidentiality of the information discussed by all participants 
and researchers during the focus group session. If you cannot agree please see the researcher(s) as 
you may be ineligible to participate in this study. 
 
________________________   ________________________________ 
Print Name     Signature 
 
________________________  
Date 
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APPENDIX E 
 
 CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
 (INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Researcher: Morgan Lynn, primary researcher; Dr. Anne Herrington, Faculty Sponsor 
Study Title: Latinas in Community College: Identities, Critical Literacies, and Academic 
 Achievement 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What is this form? This form is called an Informed Consent Form. It will give you 
information about the study so you can make an informed decision about participation in 
this research. 
 
Introduction to the study and to the researcher: My name is Morgan Lynn, and I am a 
teacher at Cerro Lindo College and a Ph.D student at the University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst. I am doing a research study with Latinas who are community college students. 
The purpose of this study is to understand the relationships between language, literacy, 
schooling, and identity for women who have hispanic backgrounds and who speak both 
English and Spanish. I am most interested in how Latinas describe their experiences, and 
how their experiences relate to their writing in college. 
 
I hope that the data collected in this study will help improve the teaching of writing at 
community colleges as well as contribute to the research on Latina achievement in higher 
education. The findings from this study may be used for presentations at professional 
conferences or for publication in professional journals. 
 
What will happen during the study? This study involves an individual interview 
between you and me (Morgan Lynn, the researcher). The interview will follow-up on 
your answers to the issues in the survey. But the interview is also open-ended if you want 
to raise new issues that came up for you related to the survey. The interview will last 1 
hour, and will be audiorecorded. 
 
Where will the study take place? The interview will take place on campus in a room 
reserved for our private use.  
 
What are the benefits of participating in this study? While there are no direct benefits, 
your participation gives you the opportunity to reflect on your experiences in a way that 
might give you more understanding.  
 
What are the potential risks? There are no risks in participating in this study beyond 
those experienced in everyday life. Some of the questions are personal and may cause 
discomfort. I will make every effort to minimize any personal risk to you during this 
study. I cannot anticipate every possible risk; however, should an unforeseen risk arise, I 
will make every effort to protect you and your rights. 
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Will my participation affect my standing at Cerro Lindo College? Your participation 
in this study will have no affect on your grades or standing at Cerro Lindo College. 
 
How will my privacy be protected? Your privacy is of the utmost importance. Every 
effort will be made to protect your personal information. I will not discuss your 
participation in this study with any of your current or former teachers. All audio/visual 
data will be kept in a locked file cabinet in my home. In my coding and other analysis of 
the data, I will use a pseudonym for each person who participates, and the master key to 
that code will be kept in a separate secure location. No audio/visual recordings will be 
used directly in any presentation or publication, only transcripted data. All electronic files 
containing identifiable information will be password protected. Any computer hosting 
such files will also have password protection to prevent access by unauthorized users. All 
audiovisual recordings will be destroyed three years after the completion of the study. 
 
At the conclusion of this study, findings may be used in publication or presentation, but I 
will use pseudonyms to refer to you and exclude any information that might identify you; 
but no direct presentation of any audiovisual recordings will be shared.  
 
Can I stop being in this study? You do not have to be in this study if you do not want 
to. If you agree to be in the study, but later change your mind, you may drop out at any 
time. There are no penalties or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not 
want to participate. 
 
Who do I go to with questions and what are my rights? If you have any questions or 
concerns about your participation in this study, please contact me immediately: Morgan 
Lynn, (510) 847-1449 or Mlynn@contracosta.edu. If you have questions about your 
rights, you may contact the University of Massachusetts, Amherst Human Research 
Protection Office at (413)-545-3428 or humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
If at any time you wish to withdraw from the study, you have the right to do so, and all of 
your contributions to the data will be destroyed. There will be no penalties or 
consequences for withdrawing from the study.  
 
Will I receive any compensation for being in this study? Participants will receive 
$10.00 for completion of the individual interview. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please read the following statement and sign below if you agree: 
 
When signing this form, I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I have had a chance 
to read this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language which I use and 
understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory 
answers. I have been given plenty of time to make my decision. I understand that I can 
withdraw at any time. A copy of this signed Informed Consent Form has been given to 
me. 
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 ________________________  ________________________________ 
Print Name     Signature 
________________________ 
Date 
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APPENDIX F 
 
CONSENT FORM TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
(CASE STUDY) 
 
Researcher: Morgan Lynn, primary researcher; Dr. Anne Herrington, Faculty Sponsor 
Study Title: Latinas in Community College: Identities, Critical Literacies, and Academic 
Achievement 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What is this form? This form is called an Informed Consent Form. It will give you 
information about the study so you can make an informed decision about participation in 
this research. 
 
Introduction to the study and to the researcher: My name is Morgan Lynn, and I am a 
teacher at Cerro Lindo College and a Ph.D student at the University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst. I am doing a research study with Latinas who are community college students. 
The purpose of this study is to understand the relationships between language, schooling, 
and identity for women who have hispanic backgrounds and who speak both English and 
Spanish. I am most interested in how Latinas describe their experiences, and how their 
experiences relate to their writing in college. 
 
I hope that the data collected in this study will help improve the teaching of writing at 
community colleges as well as contribute to the growing body of research on Latina 
achievement in higher education. The findings from this study may be used for 
presentations at professional conferences or for publication in professional journals. 
 
What will happen during the study? This study will last for the entirety of Spring 
semester, January – May 2012. This study will involve one-on-one interviews, the 
completion of a literacy log (or diary), and the collection of writing assignments you are 
doing for college. As a participant in the study, you will be asked for three interviews, 
each lasting 1-2 hours, for a total of between 5-7 hours of interviews. A final group 
discussion, with other members of the study, may take place in May 2012. This group 
discussion is optional and depends on the time and willingness of participants. If the 
group discussion happens, it will last 1 hour. 
 
Where will the study take place? Interviews will occur in a room on campus that will 
be reserved for our private use during the time of the interview. 
 
What are the benefits of participating in this study? There are no direct benefits of 
this study. However, because this research seeks to understand Latinas’ experiences in 
community college, you will have the opportunity to discuss your identity, school history, 
success, and how you perform writing and other assignments. Your participation gives 
you the opportunity to reflect on your experiences and assignments in a way that might 
give you more understanding.  
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What are the potential risks? I will make every effort to minimize any personal risk to 
you during this study. I will maintain your confidentiality and use pseudonyms in any 
presentations or publications. I will not discuss this research with any of your current 
teachers or others in the community in any way that will let them know you are 
participating. I cannot anticipate every possible risk; however, should an unforeseen risk 
arise, I will make every effort to protect you and your rights. 
 
Will my participation affect my standing at Cerro Lindo College? Your participation 
in this study will have no affect on your grades or standing at Cerro Lindo College. 
 
 
How will my privacy be protected? Your privacy is of the utmost importance. Every 
effort will be made to protect your personal information. All audio/visual data will be 
kept in a locked file cabinet in my home. In my coding and other analysis of the data, I 
will use a pseudonym for each person who participates, and the master key to that code 
will be kept in a separate secure location. No audio/visual recordings will be used directly 
in any presentation or publication, only transcripted data. All electronic files containing 
identifiable information will be password protected. Any computer hosting such files will 
also have password protection to prevent access by unauthorized users. All audio/visual 
recordings will be destroyed three years after the completion of the study. 
 
At the conclusion of this study, my findings may be used in publication or presentation, 
but no direct presentation of any audio/visual recordings will be shared.  
 
Can I stop being in this study? You do not have to be in this study if you do not want 
to. If you agree to be in the study, but later change your mind, you may drop out at any 
time. There are no penalties or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not 
want to participate. You will be compensated for the number of interview hours you 
complete, regardless of whether you complete the whole case study. All your data and 
contributions will be destroyed. 
 
Who do I go to with questions and what are my rights? If you have any questions or 
concerns about your participation in this study, please contact me immediately: Morgan 
Lynn, (510) 847-1449 or Mlynn@contracosta.edu. If you have questions about your 
rights, you may contact the University of Massachusetts, Amherst Human Research 
Protection Office at (413)-545-3428 or humansubjects@ora.umass.edu. 
 
Will I receive any compensation for being in this study? Participants will receive 
$15.00 per hour for participation in all individual or group interviews, for a total of 
between $75-120 dollars. Those who complete the entirety of the case study will receive 
an additional $25 dollars. If you do not complete the entirety of the study, you will still 
be compensated for the total interview hours you complete. 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Please read the following statement and sign below if you agree: 
 
When signing this form, I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I have had a chance 
to read this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language which I use and 
understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory 
answers. I have been given plenty of time to make my decision. I understand that I can 
withdraw at any time. A copy of this signed Informed Consent Form has been given to 
me. 
 
          ________________________  ________________________________ 
Print Name     Signature 
________________________ 
Date 
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APPENDIX G 
PHASE 2: SURVEY FOLLOW-UP INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
This interview will be semi-structured, based in part on their answers to the survey. It 
will be audio-recorded. I will provide the interview participant a copy of their answers to 
the survey to have in front of them while we talk. 
 
1. In response to the question about ________ you talked about __________. Can you 
talk about that some more? 
 
2. I wanted to ask you about________. Can you clarify what you meant by that? 
 
3. Could you tell me more about your perspectives on ___________________. 
 
3. Why do you think that so many respondents talked about ______________? 
 
4. I noticed that you used the term _______to describe______________. Can you tell me 
more about that? 
 
5. Was there a particular question or issue on the survey that you found particularly 
interesting or meaningful for you that you would like to talk about more with this group?  
 
6. Was there an issue, thought, or experience that I haven’t asked about that you want to 
discuss? 
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APPENDIX H  
 
PHASE 2: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION PROTOCOL 
 
Before the discussion, participants will be given a copy of their survey responses and 
given a couple minutes to familiarize themselves with the questions and their responses. 
 
The discussion will begin with everyone introducing themselves to the group. I will then 
use the questions below to facilitate the discussion; however I will also be open to letting 
participants ask questions and to pursue the lines of talk and issues that they raise. 
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
1. In response to the question on the survey about ________ several respondents talked 
about __________. Can you talk about your ideas on the issues these women raised? 
 
2. Discuss your perspectives on the issue of ___________________. 
 
3. Why do you think that so many respondents talked about ______________? 
 
4. Was there a particular question or issue on the survey that you found particularly 
interesting or meaningful for you that you would like to talk about more with this group?  
 
5. Is there a question that you have for the group? 
 
6. What are some things you notice about discussing these issues in a group? 
 
At the end of the group discussion, I will give participants 15 minutes to write briefly 
about the following questions and I will collect responses: 
 
7. Is there an issue, thought, or experience that came up for you during our discussion 
that you didn't get a chance to talk about? Briefly write about it here. 
 
8. Was there an aspect of this discussion or something the group talked about that you 
found particularly interesting or meaningful? 
 
9. Briefly describe any observations you had about participating in this focus group. 
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APPENDIX I 
 
PHASE 2: FOCUS GROUP FOLLOW-UP 
INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
This interview is semi-structured, and will focus in part on participants’ responses in and 
observations of the focus group discussion, as well as their answers on the survey. The 
questions here will largely follow the same protocol as the focus group questions, except 
designed for individual response. These questions will serve as a guide for interview. 
 
Individual Interview Questions: 
 
1. In our focus group discussion, I noticed that the issue of _______ came up a lot. Can 
you tell me some of your thoughts on____________? 
 
2. During our discussion, I noticed you didn’t talk much about the issue of_______. Do 
you want to say more about that here? 
 
3. In response to the question about ________  on the survey, you talked about 
__________. Can you talk about that some more? 
 
4. I wanted to ask you about________. Can you clarify what you meant by that? 
 
5. Could you tell me more about your perspectives on ___________________. 
 
6. Why do you think that so many respondents talked about ______________? 
 
7. Was there a particular question or issue on the survey that you found particularly 
interesting or meaningful for you that you would like to talk about more with this group?  
 
8. In your written response at the end of the focus group discussion you 
mentioned_______. Can you say more about that? 
 
9. Was there an issue, thought, or experience that came up for you during our discussion 
that you didn't get a chance to talk about?  
 
10. Was there an aspect of this discussion or something the group talked about that you 
found particularly interesting or meaningful? 
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APPENDIX J  
 
INSTRUCTIONS FOR LITERACY LOG: 
 
A literacy log is like a journal or diary that you keep in relation to the writing that you do. 
For these purposes, I am most interested in your activities, thoughts, and feelings in 
relation to the writing that you do for college. This can include both your coursework and 
any type of writing you do for scholarships, admissions essays, student groups, etc. So, 
I’m using the phrase “writing for college purposes.”  As part of the log, you want to 
collect all the texts related to your writing—drafts, notes, emails, assignment instructions, 
teacher comments, texts (on your phone), etc. 
 
In your log, keep track of the day and time of your activities, and log what you are doing. 
You can keep track of such things as: where and how you are accomplishing the writing 
task, who you’ve talked to about it, what you think and/or how you’re feeling about it, 
anything you’ve read or remember that relates to it or that you’re using for it. You can 
also use your phone to record your voice or take pictures. 
 
You can keep in mind the ideas we discussed in our previous interviews around 
identities, critical literacies, and academic achievement. However, you may log anything 
that is significant or meaningful to you as you keep track of your writing. As I described, 
this log is open-ended, so, in addition to college-related writing, you can include other 
texts/things/discussions that you think are significant and meaningful. 
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APPENDIX K  
 
TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 
 
I transcribed the interviews myself, and the transcriptions included in the manuscript are 
precise reproductions of conversation without any editing of language (except for 
deletions where I would excerpt sequences of data with some of the dialogue deleted in 
between). I wanted to represent their language exactly, so I’ve left in all the interjections, 
such as “like” and phrasing or individual word usage.  
 
My representations in the manuscript are as follows:  
 
 
[ ] = my language inserted, usually describing contextual information, clarification, or 
English translation 
 
[…] = A deletion in between stretches of data 
 
… = Ellipses represent where their voices trailed off or there was a natural pause or 
stretch of silence 
 
--- = a dash is an abrupt ending, or indicates where they jumped in on my talk or dialogue 
overlapped in some way 
 
A paragraph break in transcription indicates a dramatic shift in train of thought or subject, 
or a re-emphasis or turn in emotional tone of the talk.  
 
 
  
	225 	
 
 
APPENDIX L  
 
CODE TREE 
 
Academic Literacy Strategies: 
 Asking for help 
 English papers 
 Exams 
 Lab Reports 
 Learning 
 Other Assignments 
 Reading other books 
 Reading textbooks 
 Studying alone 
 Studying in groups 
 Taking notes 
 Time Management 
 
Agency 
 
Barriers to Success 
 
 Institutional Barriers 
 Personal Barriers 
 
Career Goals 
Change/Transformation 
Class Awareness 
Community 
Decision Making 
Definitions of Success/Achievement 
Education-As-Concept 
Emotions 
English courses 
Ethnicity 
Family 
 Family-Emotional Support 
 Family-Financial Support 
Finances 
Friendships 
Gender Role 
Histories of Participation with school 
Identity 
 Career-oriented identity 
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 Community-oriented identity 
 Ethnicity-oriented identity 
 Family-oriented identity 
 School-oriented identity 
Institutional Knowledge 
Language 
Learning from Past Experiences 
Mentoring 
Motivation 
Personal Development 
Plan-Making 
Race 
Resiliency (overcoming obstacles) 
Social Life 
Special Programs (institutional) 
Teachers 
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